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Abstract 
In the present post modem scenario, various social, cultural and literary paradigms are 
shifting making way for previously unheard, underestimated, and sidelined issues and 
ideologies to set their own parameters. The rereading and rewriting of women texts and 
history is part of this historical and cultural necessity. The history of human civilization was 
one dimensional. It was written with male perspective and underestimated women role and 
neglected their issues. The suffering of women was remained unheard for thousands of year. 
Culture, age old value systems and manipulated religious scriptures ensured their 
marginalized position. 
The biased writers, historians, philosophers excluded women from the arena of 
literature and were silent about women issues and problems. Around 1960 feminism as a 
movement shook the world. This movement was a byproduct of similar kinds of movements 
for equality and rights in other spheres. Women emerged on social and political spectrum 
and demanded freedom and equal right in every sphere of life. They challenged all the 
patriarchal institutions which worked for their marginalized status. Emergence of women 
writers reversed the traditional mode of writing. These writers shifted the focus from male 
perspective to female perspective and raised women related issues through their female 
protagonists. Readers started viewing the world through female's eye. This movement was 
not of all of a sudden. It was the result of the effort initiated long ago by some visionaries like 
Aphra Behn, Mary WoUstonecraft and Virginia Woolf 
This dissertation tries to record feminist perspective from the very beginning. It records 
coherently the history of women since pre-historic time to the present age in Indian context. 
iu 
In India hardships and plight of women are diversified and have a long history. The concept 
of matriarchal society, the transformation of society from matriarchy to patriarchy, its reasons 
and consequent changes in the condition of women after it are viewed in detail in the present 
reading. The special focus has been laid on status of women on social and political frontiers 
since the Vedic age till the present time. At the same time, the writings of Indian women 
writers have been explored to unravel the voices of dissent there. Their protest against the 
orthodox cultural belief system, myths, and tradition has been highlighted minutely. 
This thesis takes into account two works of Anita Desai- Where Shall We Go This 
Summer? and Fasting, Feasting to read them in the light of gendered perspective. Among 
the contemporary women writers writing in English, Anita Desai holds a distinct position. 
Through her psychoanalysis technique, she explores how patriarchy affects the inner world of 
Indian women. These two novels are microcosmic representation of Indian society with its all 
social and cultural mores and beliefs. This dissertation has been divided into five chapters. 
First chapter presents a brief account of the historical background of feminism. Though 
feminism is a twentieth century phenomenon, its elements can be found even in the writings 
of the medieval writers. This chapter explores those primary feminist works. It makes an 
effort to record the gradual development of feminist ideology from the medieval age to the 
present era with special focus on the works of Mary Wollstonecraft, Virginia Woolf and 
Simone de Beauvoir. It registers the difficulties and obstacles faced by female writers while 
writing for women's cause as this discourse is highly male-dominated. At the same time it 
discusses different approaches to feminism, the relation of feminism with other theories and 
the emergences of various branches of feminism like psycho analysis, eco feminism, cyber 
feminism etc. 
Second chapter gives an account of the status of Indian women from the pre-historic 
period when the society was matriarchal. It records the gradual decline in the status of Indian 
women since that time. It explores value system, social norms, and religious customs of 
different ages which have collectively worked for female victimization. This chapter gives a 
detailed analysis of the feminist elements in the works of some Indian writers. It discusses the 
works of Rokeya Sakhawat Hossain, Rabindranath Tagore, Kazi Nazrul Islam, Kamala Das, 
Kamala Markandaya, Nayantara Sehgal, Manju Kapur, Anita Desai etc. and highlights the 
feminist elements in their works. It shows the Indian feminist writers' approach towards 
patriarchal culture and institutions and at the same time it presents vividly the inner world of 
Indian women. 
Third chapter deals with Anita Desai's novel Where Shall We Go This Summer? from 
feminist perspectives. In Where Shall We Go This Summer? the central character Sita is 
pregnant but she refuses to give birth to her fifth baby. She decides to leave Bombay and go 
to a primitive place Manori island. All the possible reasons behind her decision have been 
explored. It is her protest against all the patriarchal institutions, the concept of womanhood, 
constructed ideology of motherhood, gender role and the artificiality of life. Her insecure 
childhood, her psychological and emotional differences with her husband are also responsible 
for her apparently unnatural behavior. She believes that the miracle of the island will provide 
her refuge and enable her to perform the miracle of keeping the baby inside her womb. But 
the island disappoints her as she could not find the aura of magic here. She finds herself 
misfit in this place. Still it provides her much needed time and space to ponder over the 
complexities of life. The calm and serene atmosphere of island allows her to take a plunge 
inside her inner self to draw on her inner resources. She learns to comprehend and tackle the 
baffling truth of life. At the end, she returns to the mainland and agrees to give birth too. Her 
compromise with the situation raises many questions about her stand. An attempt has been 
made to justify her decision. She redefines motherhood and womanhood. 
The forth chapter deals with Anita Desai's another novel Fasting, Feasting. The novel 
Fasting, Feasting has been narrated through the perspective of a central female character 
Uma. It leads to other related issues like dowry, status of barren woman in her in-laws family, 
pressure to give birth to a male child, role of wife in married relationship, status of spinster in 
her own family. This text focuses on three kinds of women. First kind of women is cultural 
construct. They work like culture bearers and carry the negative ideology of female 
subversion and work for their own powerless role, for example- Uma's mother, her sister 
Aruna and her cousin Anamika's mother. 
The second types of females consist of those women who crave for independence and 
seethe with discontent against exploitation and marginalization but never speak against it. 
There is another kind of females who are assertive, vocal and know to spend life on their own 
terms like Mira masi and Ayah's daughter. They refuse to be relegated in a powerless role. 
Mira masi is a widow who doesn't renounce the world after death of her husband rather 
indulges in fulfillment of her unfulfilled aspiration and desires. 
Through these characters, Desai unravels the inner consciousness of these females 
which guides their outward action. This novel makes a bold statement through the character 
of Mira masi that it is better to abolish the institution of marriage than to nurture it as 
throttling experience for women. It highlights the destiny of loveless marriages. 
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Feminism: Historical and Theoretical Perspective 
"the male is by nature superior and the female 
inferior; and the one rules and the other is ruled" 
(PS: Aristotle 34) 
The male bias of western philosophy is as old as the philosophy itself. It 
;lebrates the natural superiority of male over female. It portrays women as 
[ichantress, deceptive, conspiring, avaricious, and inefficient with bundle of other 
)llies. This propagation of the negative image prevents women from attaining their 
ill potential. It distorts their perception and the mind set of their perceiver, hence 
jmales fail to realize their dream and true destiny. Hesiod, an ancient poet, warns men 
) "be aware of women, the man who trusts a woman trusts a deceiver" (373-75). Later 
hilosophers and literary artists such as Pope, Rousseau, Robert Southey, Honoree de 
lalzac, Mark Twain, and Friedrich Nietzsche continued this trend of denouncing 
/omen. For more than two thousand years this form of writing continued unquestioned 
nd unchallenged. 
Feminism as a literary theory gained world-wide publicity around 1960's, when 
le term "Second Wave Feminism" came into existence. Feminism is the ideology of 
le modern social movements which wants to change the world by promoting the 
quality of women. It is a way to advocate gender equality. It is a belief that promotes 
le idea that biological difference should not determine who is superior or who is 
iferior. 
Though feminism is a postmodern form of criticism, its elements can be traced 
even in medieval period. The portrayal of women in the hands of medieval authors 
(mostly men) demands feminist analysis. The trend of portraying negative image of 
women was very much prevalent in the literary works of medieval age. Literary 
atmosphere of medieval era was very much patriarchal. Religious books kept women 
silent, medical writings celebrated the biological inferiority of women. Even the most 
influential work of the medieval age Roman de la Rose (first written by (juillaume de 
Lorris and later developed by Jean de Mean in the late 13* century) was often charged 
as a misogynist work, "it is anti-feminist and it is filthy" (qtd. in Dinshaw 19). 
Though English literary culture of the medieval era was mainly dominated by 
male authors, women were textually involved in this culture as writers, readers, 
consumers and owners of the books. Julian of Norwich's Revelation of Love is 
considered the earliest work in English by a woman. Later Christine de Pizan came as a 
strong force to support the causes of women. She criticized the misogynist male authors 
for defaming women. This male dominated literary era faced the strongest challenge 
from Chaucer. Through his writings he attacked the base of male dominated literary 
set-up. Carolyn Dinshaw comments, "Chaucer, as a man writing in the voice of a 
woman opposing this tradition, explores the impact of writing in creating gender itself 
(14). Chaucer's creation of Wife of Bath is a good example of feminist literary 
criticism. In the prologue to The Canterbury Tale, we find the character sketch of Wife 
of Bath. She has been married five times and is ready for another husband. She justifies 
her polyandry with the reference of Biblical characters like Solomon, Abraham, and 
Jacob who enjoyed many wives. Besides, Christ has never specified how many times a 
woman should marry. In the prologue, she narrated the reason why she tore a page of a 
book of her fifth and favorite husband Jankin and in return he gave her a deaf ear in 
rage. Jankin "had a book that gladly, night and day/ For his amusement he would read 
away" (Chaucer 675-76). The book was actually an anthology of misogynist literature, 
containing the parables of Solomon, work of Tertullian, Valerius, Ovid's Art of love 
and the longest entry in Jankin's book was from St. Jerome's Treatese Adversus 
Joviniamum. He read to her a number of tales of wicked wives, ranging from Eve, 
"who by her wickedness/ First brought mankind to all his wretchedness" (Chaucer 721-
22), the Mistress of Samson, Dejanira, Socrates' two wives, Pasiphae, the queen of 
Crete, Clytemnestra, Livia, Lucilia, and many more murderous wives. Knowing that he 
would never part with reading his cursed book, out of rage, she tore three leaves and hit 
him on his face. It enraged Jankin and he gave a deadly stroke on her head. Soon after 
when he realized his fault, he knelt down by her side and begged for pardon. The Wife 
then took the advantage and forced him to bum this misogynist piece of work, and took 
in her hand full control over his house and property-
And made him bum his book right then, oho! 
And when I had thus gathered unto me 
Masterfiilly, the entire sovereignty,(Chaucer 822-24) 
The Wife of Bath represents female voice. She shows that religion in itself is not 
against women rather men manipulate it to their advantage. In the age of polygamy, she 
sets the example of polyandry. She is not a silent, submissive wife who bears all 
tortures silently. She revolts and has the capacity to hit back. Thus breaking the notion 
of an ideal wife, she appears to be a wicked wife who in herself is a threat to the 
patriarchy. By forcing Jankin to burn his book, she slaps the women hater clerks to 
whom "it's impossible, no libel, / That any cleric shall speak well of wiv^s, / Unless it 
be of saints and holy lives" (Chaucer 694-96). At the same time she establishes her 
dominance over her husband. 
The most influential female writer of the medieval period was Christine de 
Pizan. In order to challenge the age old, strong male dominated literary trend in her 
courtly poem L' Epistre au dieu d' Amours (The Letter of the God of Love 1399), she 
puts her argument through the voice of Cupid. She criticizes the clerks, misogynist 
scholars for slandering women. She also comments that women are not as fickle as 
reputed. On one hand, this book attacks the misogynist writers of that age, at the same 
time she tries to present the real, good side of women which is often misrepresented. 
Christine in her Le Livre de la City des Dames {The Book of the City of Ladies) targets 
philosophers, poets, clerks, orators in one hand as "they all speak from one and the 
same mouth" (Richard 4) about the evils of women. In this narrative, "she constructs a 
fictional city whose foundation, walls, roofs and towers are made of good women. 
Christian and pagan, past and present -in which honourable women of the past, present 
and future may take refuge" (qtd. in Dinshaw 22). This narrative also pointed out that 
the medieval period was not safe for the women to live in. Pizan criticized the most 
influential work of the middle age Roman de la Rose for the negative influence of this 
book on real life: 
Not long ago, I heard one of your familiar companions and colleagues... say that 
he knew a married man who believed in the Roman de la Rose as in the gospel. 
This was an extremely jealous man, who, whenever in the grip of passion, 
would go and find the book and read it to his wife; then he would become 
violent and strike her and say such horrible things as, "these are the kinds of 
tricks you pull on me. This good, wise man Master Jean de Meun knew well 
what women are capable of And in every word he finds appropriate, he gives 
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her a couple of kicks or slaps. Thus it seems clear to me that whatever other 
people think of this book, this poor woman pays too a high price for it (Baird 
andKanel36). 
Though these writers of medieval age were unaware about the future course of feminist 
writings yet they provided ground for the future feminists who respectfully recognized 
their contribution. For example Virginia Woolf in her work The Common Reader 
compares Chaucer's language with the female beauty and comments "There is...a 
stately and memorable beauty in the undraped sentences which follow each other like 
women so slightly veiled that you see the lines of their bodies as they go" (34). 
During the renaissance and seventeenth century, there was no significant change 
in the situation of women. Male dominance and the negative portrayal of women in 
literary works were very much prevalent. Women were portrayed in the hands of 
misogynist male authors as "inconsistent lover, the nagging wife, the shrewish spinster, 
the disdainful mistress or the seducing whore" (Wilcox 34). Religious books presented 
women as adulterous and murderers of men, the quality they inherited from Eve. 
Joseph Swetnam's religious pamphlet The Arraignment of Lewd, Idle, Froward, and 
Unconstant Women (1615) asserted that the freedom of women should be limited, 
especially in the field of marriage. Husbands were presented before wives as demi-
gods, demanding total submission and complete surrender. St. Paul preached, "Wives, 
submit yourselves unto your husbands, as unto the Lord" (qtd. in Wilcox 28). Becon 
celebrated the importance of silence in the life of a woman and urged women to 'keep 
silence' (369). Echoing Becon, Henry Smith in his A Preparative of Marriage writes, 
"Husbands must hold their hands and wives their tongues" (58). 
In that period, Women were deprived of any individual social identity; they had 
it only in relation to their husbands and fathers. Formal education was not available to 
women. Their education was confined to some domestic and devotional skills, only to 
produce some submissive, pious housewives and caretakers in accordance to the 
requirements of patriarchal society. Sometimes, females were taught music or dancing, 
not in order to flourish in that field but only to gratify the desires of their male 
counterparts. Tatlewell presented real picture of that time: 
Women have not that generous and Liberal education, lest we should be able to 
vindicate our own injuries, we are set only to the Needle, to prick our fingers, or 
else to the Wheels to spin...we be brought up to music, to singing, and to 
dancing, it is not for any benefit.. .but for their own particular ends, the better to 
please and content their licentious appetites (qtd. in Wilcox 29). 
At this point female writers of that time felt the need to resist the prevailing patriarchal 
values. Women writers of that time took the task of interrogating the representation of 
women within the text produced by the male authors. Simultaneously they made an 
effort to demonstrate female virtues. Female authors like Jane Anger champion the 
wisdom grace and wit of women, she comments: 
There is no wisdom but it comes by grace...But grace was first given to a 
woman, because to our lady; which premises conclude that women are wise. 
Now 'Primumest optimum', and therefore women are wiser than men. That we 
are more witty, which comes by nature (182). 
Some female writers of the seventh century produced devotional works to break the 
silence which was then considered to be "women's greatest ornament" (Munda 249). In 
order to get rid of male bias some women writers wrote under the pseudonym of male 
authors. The writings of female authors were always approached with hostile attitude. 
Female writers found themselves in a trap that if they produced bad work, they will be 
mocked at and if they produced good work, their authorship would be denied. Still their 
active participant made feminist issues enter into literary field which was previously 
dominated exclusively by male authors. 
In 18th century, some female as well as male writers, philosophers and thinkers 
came in support of women's cause. Among them Jeremy Bentham (1781), Marquis de 
Condorcet (1790), Catherine Macaulay and Mary Wollstonecraft (1792) are notable. 
Jeremy Bentham In his Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation (1781) 
postulates the same moral standards for men and women. He argues that women should 
also have the right of vote. The most prominent feminist writer of that time was Mary 
Wollstonecraft, often characterized as the first feminist philosopher. A Vindication of 
the Rights of Woman (1792) is one of the first critical works that discussed feminist 
issues from theoretical points of view. 
Mary Wollstonecraft was greatly influenced by the ideology of French 
Revolution. She published her ground breaking work three years after the French 
Revolution. In her introduction to the A vindication of the rights of Women, she accuses 
literary works, written by "men of genius" (74) for corrupting the mind of women. For 
example. Eve in Milton's Paradise Lost surrenders herself completely to Adam, "God 
is thy law, thou mine" (qtd. in Wollstonecraft 7). These male writers celebrated the 
weakness and inferiority of women. Romantic novels, instruction books taught women 
to use "cunning softness of temper, outward temper to gain male protection" (87).ln 
order to abolish the oppression of women as a sex and class, Wollstonecraft suggests 
the non-gendered identity and this state can be achieved through independent writing 
and thinking. Throughout her work, she emphasizes on the formal education of women 
7 
to achieve equal status with men. Wollstonecraft warns women about the corrupt 
education prevailing in the society which ensures the marginalized position of women, 
"false education degrades human being so women need proper education to attain 
equality" (7). She believes that false education made women "more useless member of 
society" (7).She criticizes Rousseau and Dr. Gregory for their remark on women's 
education and manners. Rousseau has commented that general and formal education 
will do no good for women. Rousseau possesses the view that cunning is the only 
power a woman can have to influence and get favor of men. False education teaches 
women to obey the will of men "unargued" (Wollstonecraft 71), submit their selves to 
men. Patriarchal society expects women to be gentle, weak, meek, amiable and 
dependent. In order to be a perfect mother or wife and to perform her duties efficiently 
one must have clear sense and independent thinking. Proper education enables a 
woman to lead her life with dignity. 
Mary Wollstonecraft believes that man is not born perfect; it is only the exercise 
of reason that places man in the superior position. Women appear to be inferior, but 
they too can achieve virtue, "Every being may become virtuous by the exercise of its 
own reason" (7) not by imagination. She points out that women are taught to be weak 
to get affection. The weakness and tricks which they learn to amuse their male partners 
may please them for a time being, but it does not generate respect for them. Instead if 
women exercise all her faculties, she will be independent and she will not have to 
pretend to seek her husband's pity. She observes that neglected wives are much more 
experienced. They can perform their duties well as they are free from imagination, 
work on the ground level and exercise their reason to cope up with the situations. If 
women do not exercise their faculties of reason and good sense, their amelioration is 
impossible. Wollstonecraft asserts that women should submit their selves to reason not 
to men and defy patriarchal values to lead an honest and respectable life. 
Wollstonecraft explore show patriarchy uses the beauty myth to enslave the 
women. A woman is taught from her infancy that beauty is her ultimate goal in life. A 
pretty woman catches the attention of all men, but a fine woman with intellectual 
beauty is often overlooked, that is why women are so obsessed with beauty that they 
pay little attention to their health and intellectual growth and remain "slaves to their 
bodies" (20). But the fact is that beauty is not everlasting, it is destined to decay, "it is 
the fate of fairest flowers to be admired and pulled to pieces by the careless hand that 
plucked them" (93). 
At the beginning of the twentieth century, feminist writers attempted to write 
science fiction in which they handled gender issues and depict women's roles in 
society. Rokeya Sakhawat Hussain, a Bengali Muslim feminist in her Sultana's Dream 
depicts a gender-reversed 'purdah' in a futuristic world. Perhaps the mpst important 
feminist writer of the first half of the twentieth century is Virginia Woolf She is placed 
after Mary Wollstonecraft and before Simone de Beauvoir. Virginia Woolf s^ Room of 
One's Own is regarded as the "first primer for feminist literary criticism" (Goldman 
71). The title not only suggests the cultural and political space for women but also the 
intrusion of women into spaces previously dominated by men. The central argument in 
A Room of One's Own is that, "A woman must have money and a room of her own if 
she is to write fiction" (Woolf 4). In this book, Virginia Woolf explores the symbolic 
and real position of women: 
... imaginatively she is of higher importance; practically she is completely 
insignificant...some of the most inspired words, some of the most profound 
thoughts in EngUsh Uterature fall from her lips; in real life she could scarcely 
spell, and was the property of her husband (Woolf 56). 
She criticizes some male authors like Mr. A, who protests against the equality of 
women by "asserting his own superiority" (Woolf 132). Woolf hypothesizes the 
existence of Shakespeare's sister who is equally talented as his brother but she ends up 
her life doing household activities and serving men and at the end commits suicide. 
Society is responsible for her future; she does not have a room of her own. The room is 
symbolic. It defines space, individual liberty and a freedom to choose and fulfill ones 
dream and destination. 
In her Profession for Women, Woolf criticizes the Victorian concept of 'Angel 
in the House', which moulds the mind of the women and persuades women to assume 
artificial character. Women are expected to be weak, passive, submissive, imaginative, 
romantic, and live within the four walls of their homes. This angel in the house 
increases the beauty of the home and is the property of her husband. 
The "first wave" of feminism was mainly concerned with political and social 
issues. The prominent feminist writers of the first wave were Olive Schreiner, Elizabeth 
Robins, Dorothy Richardson, Katherine Mansfield, and Rebecca West. 
According to Maggie Humm, with Simone de Beauvoir's The Second Sex, the 
"first wave" feminism came to an end. "Second wave" was greatly influenced by the 
liberationist movement of the 1960s. Second Wave was largely concerned with male 
politics, male language, female sexuality, female experience and the literature produced 
by women. 
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Second Wave feminist writers alleged that the male biased language was one of 
the main reasons behind the marginalized position of women. As man controls the 
discourse, it presents women from the male points of view. Dale Spender in her Man 
Made Language (1980) points out at this male dominance and encourages women 
writers to challenge it. An important American feminist, Elaine Showalter in her book, 
A Literature of Their Own (1977) rediscovers the women writers (some of them could 
not make their place in the main discourse which is largely dominated by the male 
writers and some of them have been forgotten). She shows how women present their 
experiences through their writings, which have long been neglected by the male critics. 
This critical work is important for two reasons; first, it rewrites the history of the 
women writers and second, it encourages the readers to read the works written by 
women writers. Elaine Showalter divides the tradition of women's writings into tliree 
phases. The first phase is called 'feminine' to which Elizabeth Gaskell and George 
Eliot belonged. The women writers of this phase imitated the standard and values of the 
male writers as they had no other option before them. The second phase is called 
'feminist' to which Elizabeth Robins and Olive Schreiner belonged. These writers 
challenged the dominant aesthetic standard and values. The final is 'female' phase 
(1920 onwards). The writers of this phase independently expressed female 
consciousness. Rebecca west, Katherine Mansfield and Dorothy Richardson were the 
writers of this phase. 
Feminism is not one unified voice rather multiple and sometimes contradictory 
ideology. Liberal feminism focuses on women's individual independence and rights. 
They believe that women are excluded from the public sphere and they are deprived of 
their economic rights only because of their sex. Liberal feminists like Elizabeth Cady 
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Stanton blame marriage as an oppressive patriarchal institution. A woman surrenders 
her self and identity and receives the identity of her husband. 
Liberal feminists describe marriage as relations of power in which husband 
always dominates the wife. Within marriage system the wife leaves her own home and 
enters into home of her husband which is headed by a patriarchal father. This shift of 
position makes women absolutely powerless. She has to adjust and adopt the norms of 
her in laws; she surrenders all her rights, including the right of her own body. She is 
considered as an intruder in her husband's family. The other female members of the 
family approach towards her with hostility. There lies another kind of power relation. 
Men do not want to give equal share to the women, which leads to the state oppression 
and this oppression once again gets reflected in private relation within marriage. 
Charlotte Perkins Oilman indicts culture, tradition and ideologies for the 
secondary position of women. The prevailing notions that women are by nature 
submissive, emotionally dependent on men , that they are less active and they are less 
incline to go outside, are responsible for the marginalized position of women. In the 
house of her in -laws, she lives the life which her in laws permit her to live. She is even 
dependent upon her husband even for food. In this context Oilman comments, "we are 
the only animal species in which the female depends upon the male for food, the only 
animal species in which the sex relation is also the economic relation" (3). Within 
matrimonial system, wife finds no scope to fulfill her desires, aspirations and likings, 
instead she has to consider even the minute feelings of her husband, "She must consider 
what he likes, not only because she love to please him or because she profits by 
pleasing him, but because it pays for the dinner, and she is a private servant" (116-17). 
Oilman offers some solutions like the institution of marriage should be separated from 
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the family. The domestic works should be treated as professional works and wives must 
be paid for it. 
Betty Friedan conmients that it is the culture which spoils the potentiality of 
woman and transforms her into an ideal wife. It creates a sense of guilt among the 
working women who think they are not doing what they are supposed to do. The 
education which is available to them only makes them skilled housewives. The value is 
given to the physical beauty, not to the intellect or inner beauty. The marriage age for 
women is around twenty, it is only because women look most beautiful at this age. 
Betty Friedan cites an example from a famous women's magazine Me Calls (1960 
issue) to show how the popular culture brainwashes the psyche of women: 
The image of woman that emerges from this big, pretty magazine is young and 
frivolous, almost childlike; fluffy and feminine; passive; gaily content in a 
world of bedroom and kitchen, sex, babies, and home...the only passion, the 
only pursuit, the only goal of a woman is permitted is the pursuit of a man. It is 
crammed full of food, clothing, cosmetics, furniture, and the physical bodies of 
young women, but where is the world of thought and ideas, the life of the mind 
and spirit (Friedan 36). 
On the other hand, radical feminism is very much skeptical about the reformist ideas of 
liberal feminism. Mary Daly refers liberal feminism as a "pseudo-feminism which has 
been actively promoted by the patriarchs" (Daly 11). Radical feminism gives the idea of 
sex-class. Shulamith Firestone in her The Dialectic of Sex analyses the condition of 
women as "the most fundamentally oppressed class within a misogynistic western 
patriarchal culture" (qtd. in Madsen 152). Radical feminists believe that their 
oppression is political and considers man as the agent of oppression. In order to get rid 
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of this power politics, they want to destroy the sex-class system, "radical feminism 
recognizes the oppression of women as fundamental political oppression wherein 
women are categorized as inferior class based on their sex. It is the aim of radical 
feminism to organize politically to destroy this sex-class system" (Mitchell 51). 
Patriarchy wants to keep women inside the boundary of home, debarring them from 
taking active part in various fields, "in terms of where they can go" (153), as it poses 
some threat to their male counterpart. Gender oppression is the most fundamental form 
of oppression, in fact more destructive than the economic oppression. Mitchell remarks, 
"We do not believe that capitalism or any other economic system is the cause of female 
oppression, nor do we believe that female oppression will disappear as a result of 
purely economic revolution" (qtd. in Madsen 154). 
Patriarchy controls feminine sexuality through some ideological strategies. The 
first and foremost is the ideology of 'compulsory heterosexuality', which is imposed 
upon women. Radical feminists view heterosexuality is more destructive than economic 
discrimination and it forms the basis of male dominance. Heterosexuality is the 
patriarchal way of experiencing sexuality and heterosexual women indulge in 
patriarchal oppression of all women. Shulamith Firestone begins her book. The 
Dialectic of Sex (1970) with the remark that "sex class is so deep as to be invisible' 
(Firestone 1). Firestone finds that the biological difference in the reproductive power of 
male and female leads to the first division of labor which subsequently produces further 
divisions. Patriarchy defines the social behavior of women and forces them to 
internalize it through various means. Most influential method is male violence. Women 
cannot rebel as it may arouse male wrath and cause biological harm to them. Andrea 
Dworkin, a radical feminist observes, "women hang on, tenaciously to the very persons, 
institutions, and values that demean her, degrade her, glorify her powerlessness, insist 
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upon constraining and paralyzing he most honest expression of her will and being" 
(17). Dworkin points out that patriarchal culture only accepts the male view-point and 
ignores the female experience and considers violence against women as normal part of 
life. 
Mary Daly in her book Beyond God the Father: Toward a Philosophy of 
Women Liberation (1973) observes that patriarchal myth and language pollute the mind 
of women. Religious myths advocate the male centered view and exclude female 
experiences. Dale explores four strategies that are executed by patriarchy to assure the 
secondary position of women. The first is erasure; remove the trace of women from 
history. The Second is 'reversal', the presentation of negative image of women. The 
third is 'false polarization', feminism seen as opposite to male values. Fourth, is 
making of 'token women', some women are brain washed and are used against other 
women. These, "token women are trained to kill off feminists in patriarchal 
professions" (qtd. in Madsen 164). She feels the need of a new woman-centered 
language, an alternative vocabulary to resist the 'patriarchal mind pollution'. In the 
Preface to her Gyn/Ecology: The Metaethics of Radical Feminism Mary Daly talks 
about the insignificance of some words such as 'God', as "There is no way to remove 
male /masculine imagery from God', 'androgyny,' 'a confusing term' and 
'homosexuality', that excludes gynocentric be-ing/Lesbianism" (Daly xlviii). 
Another radical feminist Adrienne Rich decodes some ideological patriarchal 
strategies which are adopted to have full control over female body and female 
sexuality, such as idealization of marriage, romanticization of heterosexual romance, 
pornographic image of women that shows "that women are natural sexual prey to men 
(209). It confuses sexuality with violence, "it widens the range of behavior considered 
acceptable from men in heterosexual intercourse" (Rich 209-210). Other strategies to 
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control female sexuality are, 'prostitution, marital rape, father-daughter and brother-
daughter incest, wife beating...bride price the selling if daughters..." (212). Rich 
opines that patriarchal heterosexual values are imposed upon women to deny their real 
desires. 
At first feminists refused to enter into the academic arena of theory as the theory 
in itself is male by nature. Their slogan was "No Man', 'No Academy', but feminists 
changed their attitude and got engaged in relating other theories with feminism, as they 
found "no free position outside theory" (Selden 126). 
During the 1970s and 1980s, feminists were mainly concerned with the 
subordinate position of women. At that time many feminists who identified themselves 
as socialist feminists were sympathetic towards Marxism as it also talked about social 
change on the basis of equality. Marxism offered an analysis of systematic process of 
oppression. But it had some limitations as it mainly dealt with Capitalist class 
oppression while feminism dealt with gender oppression. 
The question that feminist issues can be discussed within the existing theoretical 
framework of Marxism or it needs modification splits the feminists into two opposing 
groups. Marxist feminists, "sought to fit feminist analysis into existing Marxist 
conceptual frameworks" (Jackson 13), while radical feminists wanted to reformulate. 
They wanted to entertain only those Marxist ideas that seemed productive for 
feminism. Many Marxist feminists discussed gender oppression in productive relations. 
They found that women's economic situation is the root cause of their sub-ordinate 
position. Women are exploited in labor market by men. Women work in the limited 
fields, they are paid lower, and in most of the cases they are appointed as part time 
worker. Besides, they are engaged in unpaid domestic work at home. Some orthodox 
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Marxists are of the opinion that women constitute the 'reserve army of labour'. They 
remain in stock and called on at the time of emergency as a flexible labour force. But 
this model cannot answer all the questions related to the female oppression. It may be 
applicable at the time of war when men take part in war, leaving their jobs, and the 
vacuum is filled by this reserve army of labour. But it cannot answer some fundamental 
questions—if women are flexible labour force then why that flexibility is not utilized 
and it is essential to point out that it is the women who constitute the reserve army not 
men. 
There is much debate on the issue of domestic work among the Marxist 
feminists. Marxists think that house work serve the purpose of capitalism. Capitalism 
needs constant supply of labour force and it is the women who keep this process active. 
Women provide meals to their male counterparts thus make them ready for each new 
day and take care of their children, the next generation of workers. This theory has too 
some limitations, "because domestic labour is not performed under the same condition 
as wage labour and cannot be explained in terms of a theory designed to analyze wage 
labour" (Jackson 16). Marxist feminists Delphy and Leonard question the acceptability 
of this method as it overlooks the unequal relation between husband and wife. Marxists 
totally ignore the fact that working class men prove to be oppressor to their women and 
bourgeois women too are oppressed by their men. Marxist feminists often label classic 
Marxist theory as 'sex-blind'. They have found that capitalist mode of production is the 
root cause of female subjugation. Marxist theory has its own limitations because it is 
Eurocentric by nature. It is mainly concerned with the oppression of working class 
people of the industrialized Europe. So we cannot take it for granted that the working 
class people of Latin America, Middle East, India or China too face the same kind of 
oppression. Marxist feminists think that Capitalism is the only source of gender 
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oppression, but we cannot ignore the fact that gender division and gender oppression 
have existed in Europe prior to capitalism. 
During the Second Wave feminism, Marxist feminists were preoccupied in 
finding out the relations between patriarchy and capitalism; whereas Radical feminists 
focused on the global structure of feminism. In doing so both Marxist feminists and 
radical feminists undermined some crucial issues—differences of class, race, sexuality 
and location between women. These things led to another branch of feminism-'Third 
World Feminism'. 
This Third World or Post Colonial feminism challenges the Eurocentric view of 
feminism. Eurocentric feminism ignores history and difference, and portrays third 
world women as the victim of the culture and patriarchy, without analyzing the culture 
with its diversified forms. Western feminism takes it for granted that all the third world 
women share the common experience and they face same kind of oppression. Women 
experience oppression mainly at the personal and local levels that means at home or in 
the local community. 
The representation of 'subaltern women' by white liberal feminists always 
raises some doubts regarding the authenticity of their projection, as they portray these 
subaltern women from their western point of view. Chandra Talpade Mohanty 
comments that by presenting their own experience as global experience of women, 
western feminists take part in 'discursive colonization'. Mohanty criticizes the Western 
writers who write about 'women of Africa' or 'women of the Middle east' 
homogenizing the experiences of vast group of women. 
Another issue which post colonial feminists raises is the exclusion of women of 
color from the mainstream feminist discourse. Eurocentric liberal feminism is criticized 
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because of its inability to consider that the oppression of women may vary according to 
race, class, and ethnicity. It is also criticized for its little impact upon the lives of third 
world women. Actually western feminists have adopted a patronizing attitude towards 
third world women only to show their own superiority while it has nothing to do with 
the women's movement in the third world. 
Feminism has some complex relationships with psychoanalysis. Sometimes 
they take opposite stand; sometimes they help each other for better understanding. It 
can be said that psychoanalysis theory has started with Freud's Studies on Hysteria 
(1895/1986). Interestingly its subject matter revolves around a female character Anna 
O. Freud in his ground breaking book The Interpretation of Dreams (1900/1986) 
shows the connection between, "the achievement of masculine identity and patriarchal 
organization of culture" (Sprengnether 236), while establishing his concept of an 
Oedipal stage of development. Post Second World War feminists criticize Freud's this 
model as it seems to legalize women's marginalized position. 
Freud's model flourished in America around 1950safter the World War, when 
women were forced to leave their war time jobs and again engaged in the 'feminine' 
arts of house-keeping, child rearing, serving husbands etc. This time witnessed the 
emergence of the concept of 'nuclear family'. This type of family terribly required a 
passive, meek, gentle, and submissive housewife, and Freud's model served the 
purpose, 'women, in this view should learn to accept their inferior physical status and 
fate (289). 
Around 1960s, Simone de Beauvoir in her Second Sex (1953) and Betty Friedan 
in her the Feminine Mystique (1963) challenged the existing ideologies that consider 
women as inferior. Later Kate Millett and Bretty Friedan used psychoanalysis method 
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of 'interrogating' to resist the notions about women's inferiority. Kate Millett in her 
Sexual Politics (1971) interrogated the phallocentrism found in the works of male 
authors like, D.H Lawrence, Norman Mailer and so on. Germaine Green in her famous 
work The Female Eunuch (1971) criticized Freud for his "failure to imagine and 
independent and robust form of female sexuality" (qtd. in Sprengnether 239). With the 
emergence of these intellectual female writers, the tradition of negative portrayal of 
women got shattered. 
Sigmund Freud's work Fragment of an analysis of a Case of Hysteria (1905) is 
approached by feminists differently. According to Freud, a teen aged girl's 
unwillingness to admit her desire to have sex with Herr K is the cause of all her 
problems. Feminists question this interpretation of Freud. They wonder why a teenage 
girl should accept the proposal of an old man happily and consider Dora's behavior 
absolutely normal. They criticize Freud as he imposed his views of heterosexuality on a 
young girl. 
Later feminist critics such as Adrienne Rich have used psychoanalytic methods 
to explore more complex and controversial issues. Adrienne Rich in her work. Of 
Woman Born challenges the concept of motherhood which is still regarded as natural. 
Chodorow views that psychology is deeply rooted in culture, and reveals a woman's 
diversified relationship with other women as mother, daughter, sister, friend and lover. 
This offers a completely new subject to literary field. The works of classical female 
writers, such as, Jane Austen, the Bronte Sisters, and George Eliot are reinterpreted. 
New study focused on issues like how these writers presented their heroines and their 
relationships with other women characters within the text. These women writers also 
spoke and wrote about lesbian lifestyle which was a hushed subject till now. 
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Objective relation theory considers a daughter's, "attachment to her mother as 
her first love" (Sprengnether 243). Feminist crhics view that like male, for female child 
also, the body of the mother is the first source of pleasure. So, to women lesbian 
attachment is very much normal and heterosexuality has been culturally imposed upon 
them. In order to focus on the intimate relations among women Adrienne Rich in her 
essay 'Compulsory Heterosexuality and Lesbian Existence, coins the phrase 'lesbian 
continuum' Luce Irigary accuses Western philosophy for undermining female 
sexuality. For example, according to Freud there is only one sexual organ, 'penis', 
"Measured against this norm, women can only be found wanting" (Sprengnether 246). 
Freud totally overlooks the plurality and complexity of women's sexual organs or 
desires. 
At the closing of the twentieth century feminism turned its focus toward Nature 
and 'eco-feminism' came into existence. "Eco-feminism analyses the relationship 
between the patriarchal oppression of women and the human domination of non-
human nature" (Madsen 122). The term 'eco-feminism' was coined by French writer 
Francoise d' Eaubonne in 1974; later Ynestra King developed the concept. 
Ecofeminism uses the post-structuralist methodology and concentrates on the one side 
of the binary which is made of oppressed sections, for example, 'feminine' (oppressed 
by masculine), 'speech' (oppressed by writing), body (oppressed by mind), nature 
(oppressed by civilization), and animal (oppressed by human). Ecofeminism 
concentrates on all the oppressive practices within the culture: racism, sexism, class 
oppression and the exploitation of nature. Male biased western philosophy, teclinology 
and death inventions cause devastation to both women and nature. It assures male 
domination over women and human beings' domination over nature. 
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Ynestra King points out that nature, women, children and people of colour are 
suppressed by the same group, western white men, so, these oppressed groups should 
get together and fight for their liberation, "I believe that the goals of feminism, ecology, 
and movements against racism and for the survival of indigenous peoples are internally 
related; they must be understood and pursued together in a worldwide, genuinely 
prolife, movement" (King 353). In the western cultural hierarchical system masculine 
gender oppresses feminine gender. This hierarchical system is more "cultural and 
polhical rather than biological" (Madsen 123). Masculine and feminine, mind and body 
reason and emotion, power and weakness, rationality and irrationality constitute the 
basic duality in the western culture. All kind of power and resources are centralized in 
the 'masculine' class and the 'feminine' class is totally powerless. First group provides 
some protection to the second group and in return, the feminine serves the interest of 
the male. 
Like the mindset of hierarchy, the mindset of value too originates in the human 
society. The belief that the humans are more valuable than non humans produces the 
whole range of value system: that men are more valuable than women, whites are more 
valuable than blacks, rich are more valuable than poor and first world is more valuable 
than third world. As the practices of this value system is very much oppressive, eco 
feminists want to abolish the total value system. Ecofeminism questions the position of 
women and nature in the hierarchical system; at the same time it tends to present the 
positive image of women and nature. Ecofeminists believe both women and nature, 
through their reproductive capacity fulfill material commitment. Ynestra King 
comments, 'we are loyal to future generations and to life and this planet itself We have 
a deep and particular understanding of this both through our natures and our experience 
as women' (King 10) 
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Carol Bigwood, a notable ecofeminist, gives the concept of the 'philosophical' 
ecofeminism. In her book Earth Muse: Feminism, Nature, Art (1993), she criticizes the 
major thinkers of western philosophy, from Socrates, Aristotle, Plato, to Heidegger, 
Nietzsche, Merleau-Ponty, Derrida, Foucault for their philosophical legitimization of 
the masculine dominance over women. Carolyn Merchant in her Radical Ecology 
shows the relationship between the domination of nature in the industrialized world and 
the exploitation of women in patriarchy, "It acts on a new perception that the 
domination of nature entails the domination of human beings along the lines of race, 
class, and gender" (Merchant 1). Eco feminists believe that industrialization and the 
growing use of machine affect both environment and the reproductive capacity of 
women. 
There are different approaches of ecofeminism; Liberal ecofeminism seeks 
reformation in existing system through amendment of law whereas cultural eco-
feminism shows the relationship between the domination of woman by man and 
domination of nature by human being. Socialist ecofeminism sets up the connection 
between patriarchal oppression of women and capitalist oppression of nature and points 
out at the commodification of both women and nature within the capitalist patriarchal 
system. Carol Adams comments, "Historically, women are positioned in between man 
and other animals, so that women, and especially women of color, were traditionally 
viewed in Western culture as neither man nor beast" (Adams 11). In order to maintain 
this hierarchy, higher section uses violence over the lower section, for example male 
uses sexual violence to women and human being uses violence to animals. 
Feminism takes another stride and enters into the realm of technology in recent 
times. Cyber feminism discusses the relation between feminism and technology. Prior 
to the advent of cyber feminism, feminists were skeptical about the invention of 
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machine and technology including internet and cyberspaces. They used to consider 
technology as a male creation, a part of masculine culture, which patriarchy used 
against women. The term 'Cyberfeminism' was coined by Sadie Plant in, 1994. Cyber 
feminist Cynthia Cockbum thinks that the traditional concept of technology should be 
challenged and women should take part in technological spaces. Plant asserts that 
women can claim their territory through internet because internet is the vital source of 
knowledge and it has wide impact upon people and culture. By acquiring technological 
knowledge and participating in advancement of technologies, women can liberate 
culture from the clutches of patriarchy and redefine it. 
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Chapter Two 
Thousands Years of Unending Suffering of Indian 
Women 
In the patriarchal social structure of India, women are treated as other while 
men enjoy the supremacy at the centre. Patriarchal institutions not only force females to 
assume the secondary position but also justify the male domination over woman. She is 
assigned a position of unquestionable subservience through the process 6f continuous 
social and cultural conditioning. 
In India the female oppression had started from the pre-historic period. Though 
it is assumed that at the beginning of civilization, when people used to live in the caves, 
the society was matriarchal. Women were viewed with great respect and power. Child 
birth was considered a miracle, hence, men used to worship mothers. At that time 
women enjoyed privileges. Matriarchy continued in the agricultural age as there was no 
concept of private property. At that time land was not counted as property. The corn 
which they used to produce was shared out equally among the members of the clan. In 
the field of agriculture women played major role, Kosambi writes, "women were the 
first potters, basket weavers, agriculturalists" (22). The time was totally in favour of 
women. They had complete freedom, could participate in every sphere of life. There 
was no segregation, so women had the full opportunity to flourish their talent. In this 
'Free State' women were the producers, gatherers and controllers of wealth. Women 
were at the centre and, "inheritance was in the mother's line, the father being of no 
importance, often not even recognized as having any pro-creative function" (Kosambi 
22). 
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The society became patriarchal when one clan started attacking other clan. From 
that time women were viewed as private property, property of man, property of the 
clan. The male members of the society became more concern about their female 
members. At the same time while attacking other clans they captivated female members 
of the defeated clan to make them slaves. Thus women became the object of war as 
commodity. Men fought against men but paradoxically it was the woman who suffered 
most. 
In Vedic age, the Aryan society was totally patriarchal. It was headed by a 
patriarchal father who had total control over all the members of the clan. The 
inheritances were in patriarchal line. Patriarchal attitude was present in marriage. 
Evidence of polygamy can be traced in Rig-Veda while infidelity on the part of women 
was a serious matter. In the field of education women had limited scope, "learning like 
property, descended from father to son" (30). Despite these restrictions women excelled 
in this field. From ancient scriptures we got the references of Gargi, Maitreyi who had 
achieved the highest knowledge. From Rig-Veda we came to know the names of some 
women like Gosha, Apala, Vishvara who were the composers of hymns. There are 
references of Upadhyaya or Upadhyayi (women teachers), who remained unmarried in 
order to devout themselves to studies. But education was a far-fetched dream for the 
common women. It was available only to the daughters or the wives of the Munis or 
Rishis and they too had to make great sacrifices in order to achieve it. At that time rape 
was not considered a crime. From dharma sutras, we get to know about eight forms of 
marriage and rape was one of them. It was the custom to marry girls at .tender years, 
before the onset of puberty. 
These customs continued in Maurayan period. The guardian of the girl had to 
wage dowry. The dowry and the ornament given to her at the time of marriage was the 
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private property of the bride. After marriage the girl lost all her claims in the maternal 
property. Within the system of marriage, the wives were viewed as breeding machine, 
if one failed to produce, the husband used to take another wife. 
The situation of women did not improve much in the Gupta age. The same 
social practices were prevalent at that time. Women were the property of men. Women 
of higher class had the opportunities of education. Women were trained ir\ dancing and 
music, not for their own sake but to cater the taste of men. In this age women were 
confined in home. They were the mistress of the house, still they did not have the 
decision making power. They could exercise their power only on minors. The position 
of women was above children and beneath men. 
The condition of women slightly improved during the 8* to ll" ' century. 
Aristocrat women began to come out of the home and took part in public activities. The 
royal ladies appeared before the courts in person. Women excelled in the field of 
education too. Women tried their hands in composing poems. There were talented 
ladies like Avantasundari. Some women occupied the highest position in 
administration. There are also references to the royal daughters succeeding the throne. 
Women's position in the society declined in the Medieval period. Women's 
movement in the public spheres got confined and they were secluded from the main 
stream of life. Dowry system (dowry actually meant "stridhana") was very much 
prominent at that time. It was present in the Vedic age too, but it used to give women 
certain kind of economic security, that changed during the medieval period. Women 
lost claim in the 'dhana' and it became the property of their in laws. Female infanticide 
was another major social evil. Every parents wanted male child as only the son could 
perform the 'samskaras'. Parents used to think that only male child could lead them to 
salvation. Besides, son was regarded the maintainer of the race and bearer of the family 
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tradition. So, female child was not welcomed. She was killed by poisoning or burning 
alive. 
In the name of religion and tradition Devdasis or temple women were sexually 
exploited. At that time polygamy was widely practiced. The most heinous social 
practice was Sati (meant self-immolation of the widow), in which the recently widowed 
woman did sit on the pyre, used to place the head of her dead husband on her lap and 
burnt herself with her husband. The belief was that by burning herself the wife would 
lead the husband to heaven. In most of the cases it was not voluntarily act. She was 
made drunk, tied to the pyre so that she could not leave. Amidst the loud music the 
death cry of the women got lost. Even the child widows were not spared. 
During the British rule women became the victim of double colonization. They 
were the subject of both imperialist oppression and patriarchal subjugation. This time 
some reformers such as Raja Rammohan Roy, Ishwar Chandra Vidyasagar fought for 
women's causes. Their efforts led to the prohibition of Sati and the legalization of 
widow re-marriage respectively. 
The timiultuous period of independence was very much crucial from the point 
of view of Indian women. Both the colonialists and the nationalists portrayed women 
according to their own destined goal. The nationalists associated 'Bharatmata' image to 
the nation and tried to arouse nationalist sentiment. On the other hand the colonialists 
justified their colonial rule by presenting the view that in India women were the victim 
of barbaric social practices and their salvation was possible only under British rule. In 
this context Radha Chakroborty rightly observed that both the colonialists and the 
nationalists "sought to construct a homogenized, abstract figure of 'woman', to serve 
the needs of their respective political agendas, without any real concern for the 
divergent needs of actual 'women' in different sectors of Indian society" (34). 
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During the movement women were brought out of their homes. The main goal 
was Swaraj. Women leaders used this opportunity and under the shield of Swaraj, they 
raised the issues of women. At the time of movement, women got the opportunity to 
come into contact with each other. They grasped the platform to share their sufferings. 
Before that women were confined within four walls, so their sufferings went unheard. 
This movement brought them together on one platform. Earlier, the home was the 
whole universe for them, now the real larger world appeared before them. Besides 
women became aware of their strength which was unknown before. 
After independence women's movement got diversified. Ilina Sen mentions two 
types of women's movement: 'autonomous women's movement' and 'women's 
movement acting in conjunction with mass organizations or polifical parties' (201). 
Autonomous women's movement was western in nature, comprised of urban 
intellectuals. They had the voice but did not have the ground experience. It could not 
improve the general condition at mass level. On the other hand the later movement had 
some Marxist touch. They identified patriarchy with capitalism. Radha Kumar 
comments, "The distinguishing features of the new women's groups were that they 
declared themselves to be 'feminist' despite the fact that most of their members were 
drawn from the Left, which saw feminism as bourgeois and divisive..." (64). Feminist 
movement of 1980 raised issues, such as rape, domestic violence and dowry death. In 
1980s and 1990s the conservative sections of the society counterattacked the feminist 
ideas. They expressed the view that these feminist ideas are manufactured by West and 
these are harmful to our cultural tradition. In a way, they made an effort to confine 
women at home giving them extra burden. These national revivalists believed that 
women should protect the spiritual essence at home, "the spirituality of her character 
had to be expressed in her behavior, dress, demeanour and so on" (Jackson 5). 
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The condition of women did not improve significantly even after the 
independence. New women of India became the victim of new patriarchy. This new 
woman as Partha Chatterjee comments, "must learn literacy, numeracy and modem 
housekeeping, but she must also be responsible for observing religious rituals, 
maintaining cultural tradition and ensuring the cohesiveness of family" (qtd. in Jackson 
5). 
Indian feminism could not be theorized till now though female oppression here 
present here since very beginning. From the ancient scriptures like, Rig Veda, 
Manusmriti, Dharmasastras, we come to know about the terrible plights of women. 
Indian writers, scholars and critics did not overlook the sufferings of women. Around 
1970s and 1980s there emerged a group of Indian women writers and feminist critics 
who challenged the patriarchal norms and age old oppressive cultural traditions through 
their writings. They tried to rewrite gender roles, but this revolution did not occur 
suddenly. Its initiations were taken long ago by some enlightened revolutionary person 
like Rokeya Sakhawat Hossain, Rabindranath Tagore and Kazi Nazrul Islam. These 
writers and revolutionaries felt the pain of women and presented them before the 
readers. Through their works they hit at the base of the patriarchal machinery. 
Rokeya Sakhawat Hossain is the pioneer of the feminist movement in India. She 
fought against the patriarchal oppression at that time when nothing was in favour of 
women. She stood beside the down trodden women. Upper-class conservative people 
often accused her as a woman of loose morals as her companions were prostitutes. Her 
collection of essays Motichur exposes oppressive patriarchal machinery which ensures 
the marginalized position of women. In Sultana's Dream, Rokeya Sakhawat Hossain 
rejects the norms of this patriarchal world and creates a parallel Utopian world 
Ladyland, which is headed by a lady. In this Ladyland, "science, technology and virtue 
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work together in perfect harmony" (Bagchi x lU) . Here citizens use ultra modem 
technologies. This world is just the opposite of the man-made world. Men indulge in 
war exhausting themselves and the human resources. On the other hand women in 
Ladyland devote themselves for the welfare of total humanity. Rokeya Sakhawat 
Hossain's main emphasis is on women's education and she condemns the militarism of 
men. 
Rokeya Sakhawat Hossain's Padmarg is also a Utopian fiction but it is very 
much realistic. It deals with the problem of contemporary society. Here in 'Tarini 
Bhavan' women from different classes, races and religions get together to fight against 
the male oppression. They form a Utopian world amidst the humdrum of world, free 
from the social evils. Like Sultana's Dream, here also the main focus is on education. 
The inhabitants of 'Tarini Bhavan' form a kind of sisterhood to help the less fortunate 
women. Rokeya explores the fact that all women irrespective of their class, colour, 
creed or community are the victims of the male dominated society. All women in this 
novella share one common fate that is all are 'Biye fail'. Rokeya here plays with the 
word- first it means marriage has proved to be failure to all of them, it also means they 
could not obtain B.A degree. Hossain was: 
At once a writer, feminist, polemicist, teacher, school administrator and social 
worker, Rokeya fiirthered women's emancipation through the power of her pen 
and the strength of her commitment to welfare-oriented work. To those of us 
who believe that the means of development in a patriarchal society whose 
members belong to multiple faiths lie in the hands of activist women 
intellectuals priorifizing school educafion, Rokeya is a particularly important 
role model (Bagchi xxiv). 
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Like Rokeya Sakhawat Hossain, Rabindranath Tagore, the father of Indian short story 
and the one and only Noble Laureate from India also wrote about the plights of women. 
Different female characters from diverse strata of society crowd his works mainly in his 
short stories. Tagore centers many of his short stories on women. One notable feature in 
the writings of Rabindranath Tagore is that he has chosen his characters from all the 
sections of society. He has shown women of varied temperaments: traditional, 
submissive, self-centered and rebellious. In his writings he exhibits many social evils 
directed against women under the shield of culture and religion like Sati, dovkry, 
prohibition of widow marriage. The pages of his stories are often get wet with the tears 
of widows and his fictional world is heavy with the sighs of tortured newly married 
wives. 
In his short stories we come to know about some traditional women characters. 
They are the product of patriarchal society and follow the patriarchal rules blindly. 
They think that their misfortune or ill fate is the punishment of evil doings of their 
previous birth. They are the bearers of social values, culture and traditions in spite of 
the fact that they are the worst victim of this system.Mahamaya in Mahamaya, Didi in 
The Elder Sister, Jatin's Mashi in The Last Night are traditional women. They devout 
their live for the service of men wholeheartedly. They are the sacrificing mothers, 
daughters and sisters. They stick to the patriarchal values, find peace in performing 
duties which society wants them to perform. 
There is another kind of women who individually revolt against the social 
oppression. All of them cannot succeed, but they do not bow their heads before the age 
old oppressive norms. They live their lives with dignity. Mrinal is such a character 
whose courage to defy patriarchal cultural tradition draws our respect for her, "We 
respect Mrinal for her indomitable spirit of fighting for her rights as a human being. 
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She fights not only for her rights but that of unfortunate Bindu, abandoned by all 
others" (qtd in Saha 18). His stories reflect evil social practices prevalent at that time 
like child-marriage (Ghat's Story), dowry system (Debts and Dues, Haimanli), and 
suttee (Mahamaya). Tagore's stories point out marginalized status of woman in man's 
world. 
Rabindranath Tagore does not condemn these social practices or offers any 
solutions. He presents the tragic stories of women and makes the readers think and feel 
about their sufferings. The Ghat's Story is the story of Kusum who becomes widow at 
tender age. As soon as she learns to look at the world, her world gets darkened. She 
feels strong passion for a holy young priest but conservative Hindu society does not 
permit her even to think about it. Her suppressed desires are buried in her unconscious 
mind and surfaces in a dream. The holy man comes to realize it but cannot promise her 
a new life. She ends herself by drowning. It is her silent protest against the society 
which does not allow her to speak of her body. The greatest paradox is that society 
disapproves widow's remarriage, whereas there are no social taboos against polygamy. 
In She Who Was in the Middle, Rabindranath Tagore explores how society 
views women as breeding machine. In this story Nirban marries for the second time 
because of his first wife Harasundari's incapability to give birth to a child. 
The evil of dowry system and the suffering of a young bride are reflected in the 
story Debts and Dues. Nirupama, the protagonist has to tolerate severe humiliation as 
her father cannot wage dowry for her. Even her father is not spared from humiliations. 
At some point, the torture goes beyond the limit and claims her life. She resists societal 
expectations and conventions of patriarchy. She does not surrender to the will of the 
society and retains dignity and self respect till her death. When her father cannot endure 
the sufferings of her daughter, he agrees to pay the dowry somehow, but Nirupama 
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does not let him do so. As she considers it as an insult on her womanhood,, she remarks, 
"It will be disgrace if you pay. Doesn't your daughter have any honour and pride? Am I 
a bag that is worth something only if there is money in it? No Baba, don't shame me by 
paying this money" (qtd in Saha 23). 
The exploitation of lower section of women in the hands of the upper class men 
is also mirrored in the works of Tagore. In the short story Judge, Mohitmohan who is 
the preacher of virtues, abducts poor helpless women He uses them and leaves them in 
desolate condition. These women cannot come back to society of 'cultured people' and 
get lost in the darkness of red light area. This story is a critique of the society that 
assails the victims and praises the oppressors. These are the sufferings of not only of 
the Bengali women, but of the all women in Indian. 
The Renaissance man Kazi Nazrul Islam is one of the earliest voices of Indian 
Feminism. In his verse he sings the song of equality. He does not believe in gender 
difference. In his poem Woman (Nari) he writes-
I sing the song 
Of equality: 
In my view gender difference 
Is essentially a triviality. (1-4) 
He thinks woman must be credited to half of everything that is great in this world and 
man should be blamed for half of the total vices. Woman is considered as the source of 
Original sin, but in his opinion man (Adam) should be blamed equally or the gender-
neutral Satan. Man's reflection can be seen in the hardship of day and its scorching heat 
while woman shines in the soothing breeze and in peace of night. From the first day of 
civilization, women worked with men in making this barren world fertile. Woman was 
always the source of man's poetic inspiration. History is replete with records of male 
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sacrifices in great wars, but it does not record "how many women became widow" or 
"how many mothers poured their hearts". Kazi Nazrul Islam declares the death of that 
age in which man used to enslave women-
Gone 
Is that age 
When man was the master 
To enslave woman in his wish's cage. (109-12) 
At the same time, he prophesies what will be the outcome if man imprisons woman-
If man imprisons woman, 
Then the turn will come sure; 
In the same prison 
He built he will rot and die without a cure. (116-20) 
Besides these writers, in the realm of Indian poetry the first woman poet Torn Dutt also 
presents the subject of female victimization and conditioning. Kamala Das produces 
some energetic and striking confessional poetry. Her poetry mainly deals with man 
woman relationship. She has the courage to speak of her body. Later women poets such 
as Gauri Deshpande, Suniti Namjoshi and Chitra Narendran follow her. 
After 1970s a group of Indian women writers emerged and changed the course 
of Indian fiction. Among them notable figures were Kamala Markandaya, Nayantara 
Sahgal, Sashi Deshpande, Anita Desai, Manju Kapur and Arundhati Roy. These writers 
shifted their focus from romantic idealization to realistic portrayal. They realized that 
women friendly laws and equal rights alone cannot lead women to salvation. Hence, 
they questioned the socio cultural set up and reassessed the patriarchal machineries 
which kept women in their marginalized position. 
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Kamala Markandaya is more concerned about race and economic oppression; 
still her writings do not neglect gender oppression. Some social practices directed 
against women and sufferings of women find their expression in the fiction of Kamala 
Markandaya. In Nectar in a Sieve, we find Rukmani is married to a poor tenant farmer 
at her tender age. She was born into a prosperous family but her father could not wage 
dowry, hence, she could not get a suitable husband. The condition of her life becomes 
worse when her husband faces more economic troubles. Her situation compels us to 
think about the harsh reality that women are the only species in the animal kingdom 
who are dependent on their male counterpart even for food. At the same time it throws 
light on the evil of dowry system. 
Poverty once again supplies the plot in A Handful of Rice. Here the central 
character is always skeptic and hostile towards women. After his severe financial crisis, 
he becomes more violent and directs his frustration towards his submissive wife. In 
patriarchal system of marriage a woman surrenders herself to her husband; in return the 
husband provides her all kinds of protection. When a man cannot perform his job he 
controls his woman by anger. In the novel Two Virgins, Kamala Markandaya 
demonstrates how an affluent man through his economic power exploits a lower-class 
woman. After that he leaves her in wretched condition. Kamala Markandaya's novels 
demand Marxist feminist analysis. Here both the labour class men and women are 
oppressed by the upper-class. The condition of women is worse as they are 
economically dependent on men and in addition the proletariat women get oppressed by 
the proletariat men. 
Nayantara Sahgal directly criticizes the oppressive culture, tradition, value 
system and gender ideologies which perceive women as the cultural bearers. In This 
Time Morning, Rashmi seeks individual freedom which traditional Hindu values do not 
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offer her. Here her mother plays the role of a patriarchal agent who believes that one 
can achieve happiness only by sacrificing individual interest for social responsibilities. 
It is strikingly notable that Sahgal's female characters of young generation stoutly 
challenge the age old oppressive value systems. Sonal in Rich Like Us takes one step 
forward and prefers to remain single. It is her revolt against the marriage institution 
which is one of the agencies of patriarchy that makes women totally dependent on men. 
Generally in patriarchal society, mothers are the emblems of culture but Bhusan's 
mother in Mistaken Identity alters this system. Despite her marginalized position, she 
inculcates a different kind of value into her son. 
Sashi Deshpande in her novels explores the role of myths in promoting female 
submissiveness. She is critical about the role of myth in corrupting the collective 
consciousness of women. Deshpande does not ignore the family, but feels the need of 
reformation in this structure. P.G Joshi claims that, "lack of educational and economic 
opportunities...has made patriarchy even stronger among the working class" (qtd in 
Jackson 47). 
Arundhati Roy in The God of Small Things presents some difficult situations 
which Indian women face in their daily life. She presents some feminist issues like 
marriage, the position of a divorcee in society, dowry system, daughter's claim in 
property, wife beating etc. She points out how patriarchy operates at social, religious, 
political as well as administrative level. Arundhati Roy in her novel criticizes the dual 
standard of male dominated society. The family, she presents in the -novel is the 
microcosm of our society. 
Roy picks her female characters from three generations to focus on women of 
different temperament—submissive, rebellious and transgressive. When the women of 
first generation like Mammachi or Baby Kochamma surrender themselves to patriarchal 
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ideologies, woman of second generation Ammu challenges these norms. Ammu's 
daughter Rahel belongs to third generation who completely defies those age old 
traditions. 
Ammu is the protagonist of the novel. She spends her childhood in a cold, 
fearful atmosphere. Her father used to beat her mother on the regular basis. Her 
parents' unhappy married life had devastating impact on her psyche. She never liked to 
read the stories of Father Bear and Mother Bear. In her version "Father Bear beat 
Mother Bear with brass vases" (Roy 180). She lives in a society where women's 
education, ambitions and career have no value. They are expected to play certain roles 
assigned by the society. Ammu's education is an "urmecessary expense" (Roy 38) for 
her father Pappachi whereas he sends his son Chacko to Oxford for higher studies. 
Ammu's education is interrupted. She is left with only hope to get married. This 
reminds Simone de Beauvoir's comment in The Second Sex, "Marriage is the destiny 
traditionally offered to women by society" (445). Ammu goes to marry a man of her 
choice but her marriage does not work. Her husband proves to be a drunkard without 
any dignity and self respect. He agrees to offer his wife to his boss to save his job. This 
humiliating incident leads to their separation. 
Ammu leaves her husband and returns to her parents', but she realizes that she 
is a woman of nowhere. All the male and female members of her family turn hostile 
towards her. Roy artistically portrays the plight of a divorcee. According to the customs 
of the society after marriage she has lost all her rights in her parents' house, and as she 
marries a person who is outside her caste and religion, her situation is worse. Baby 
Kochamma thinks: "a married daughter had no position in her parents' home. As for a 
divorced daughter... she had no position anywhere at all. And as for a divorced 
daughter from a love marriage, well, words could not describe Baby Kochama's 
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outrage" (45). Chacko says, "what's yours is mine and what's mine is also mine" (57). 
Ammu's rebeUious spirit prompts her to defy social norms and cross the boundary 
imposed on women by society. She dares to have physical relation with an untouchable 
Paravan and reclaims her body. 
Arundhati Roy explores how all the machineries act as the agents of patriarchy. 
Inspector Mathew harasses Ammu physically and mentally. He tells Ammu that "the 
Kottayam Police didn't take statements from veshyas or their illegitimate children" (8). 
He abuses Ammu sexually, "He stared at Ammu's breasts as he spoke" and "he tapped 
her breasts with his baton. Gently. Tap, tap. As though he was choosing mangoes from 
a basket. Pointing out the ones that he wanted packed and delivered" (8). 
Rahel, Ammu's daughter belongs to the women of postmodern generation. She 
loves freedom, lives her life in her own way and knows to maintain identity and 
individuality. The optimism in Rahel makes her confident to continue with life in her 
own way. Rahel knows very well about the destructive consequences for doing 
anything which orthodox society does not approve. In spite of these consequences, 
what she does is more dangerous in society's moral eyes than what her mother does. 
Her incestuous relationship with her brother at the age of thirty one cannot be accepted 
at any cost. But she does not care a fig, and here lies the victory for women which 
Rahel wins. 
Manju Kapur's writings also reflect man- woman relationship, aspirations of 
women, quest for identity, gender discrimination, marginalization, rebellion and protest 
of females. The protagonists in Manju Kapur's novels protest against age old social 
beliefs, tradition and culture that perceive woman as secondary. They rebel against 
patriarchal mechanisms of surveillance and male control over women's body and fate. 
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Her first novel Difficult Daughters revolves around the character of Virmati. 
She belongs to a society where a woman has no independent identity apart from her 
male counterpart. She can only be daughter, wife and mother. Her mother Kasturi plays 
the role of the patriarchal monitor in her life from the very beginning though she herself 
is the worst victim of this system. Virmati's horizon widens when her glamorous cousin 
Sakuntala pays a visit to see the sick Kasturi. Sakuntala sets up an example to lead life 
independently. Contrary to her mother, Sakuntala shows Virmati a different path of life; 
she says "it was useless looking for answer inside the home. One had to look outside. 
To education, freedom..." (Kapur 17). Sakuntala's visit plants the seeds of aspiration in 
Virmati. She gains a different perspective and starts imagining that "it is possible to be 
something other than wife" (19). 
When she passes her F.A exam with respectable marks, her parents thinks it is 
enough for her. But Virmati wants to study further. She wants to study for her own 
satisfaction, not just to be a good match. Virmati is reminded again and again of her 
responsibilities being the eldest daughter, "you are the eldest. Vim your duty is greater" 
(58). The pressure from inside and outside increase day by day. At one stage, it 
becomes unbearable for her. She gets tired fighting with the whole world and escapes 
from the home. She goes to tarsikka and tries to drown herself in order to get rid of 
everything, but somehow her family manages to rescue her. Their main motive is not to 
rescue her but to rescue the reputation of the family. 
When she cannot be persuaded anyhow for marriage, her family agrees to send 
her to Lahore B.T College. After completing her education when she comes back home, 
Lala Diwan Chand offers her a job of principal in a school. But she is fojced to leave 
the job because of a scandal. She spent a whole night with Professor Harish which was 
considered harmful for the reputation of the school. After that she decides to go to 
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Shantineketan to pursue higher education. On her way to Shantineketan at Delhi 
Station, her life gets another turn. She meets the poet friend of Harish who arranges 
marriage for her with him. 
After marriage, Virmati's life doesn't run smoothly. In Harish's home she 
enters as an intruder, breaking the harmony. Her step children call her a witch. When 
Vkmati gets pregnant for the first time, her mother-in-law always puts emphasis on 
purity and cleanliness. Beneath this emphasis lies an intense demand of having a male 
child as first bom. After her miscarriage, her status in her family gets reduced and her 
authority is shaken. Actually Indian patriarchal society views women as breeding 
machine. A woman's self-worth and value is dependent on her reproductive functions. 
When one fails to perform her assigned job, she is robbed of all her importance. 
Difficult Daughters unravels in the background of freedom struggle of India 
against British regime. While India fights for freedom from a foreign ruler, Virmati 
fights for the freedom from conservative patriarchal traditions within Indian society. 
She challenges the gender role within marriage that ensures the marginalized position 
of women. Virmati does not lose her identity after marriage. Her struggle for pursuing 
education gives her the stature of a martyr. She stands against the time when nothing 
was in favor of a woman. She makes ground for her daughter Ida, who is the symbol of 
modem Indian girl. 
The history of women in India has been eventful. The condition of women has 
changed over the ages. In recent era women's situation has improved a lot, still they 
could not come out totally from the clutch of patriarchy. The situation of women in 
India is different from the women of the rest of the world. It is a country of diverse 
culture and in each culture woman feels different kinds of oppression. Similarly in the 
field of literature, the image of woman has gone considerably changed. Early writers 
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showed simply the sufferings and plights of women. The women characters of later 
writers rebel against the oppressive patriarchal norms. Now the post modem feminist 
writers are re-writing myths and history to reclaim the space earlier denied to women of 
previous age. They are no longer devoiced entities of culture rather a loud and clear 
voice that openly speak about previously unspoken issues and handle some 
controversial topics, such as religious positioning of women, incest and lesbianism. 
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Chapter Three 
Where Shall We Go This Summer! : Exploring Female Psyche 
Anita Desai is a renowned contemporary Indian woman writer who writes in 
English with special focus on female experiences and perspectives. Instead of arousing 
the consciousness of readers by simply narrating the plight of Indian females in 
regressive patriarchal regime, she delves into the depth of Indian women's psychology 
and discovers how patriarchy affects it. This distinctive approach makes her different 
from other feminist writers. Her arena of exploration is troubled emotions and its 
complex responses; bruised psyche, and mental agonies of simple and emotional 
females. Desai writings have shifted the focus from external to internal world. 
Anita Desai does not like to be labeled as a feminist writer. In an interview with 
Yashodhara Dalmia, she remarks, "I find it impossible to whip up any interest in a mass 
of woman marching forward under the banner of feminism" (qtd. in Chakravarty 68). 
Still the way, she raises woman related issues such as dowry; the status of woman 
inside marriage, alienation felt by a woman in society as well as at home in her fiction 
invites feminist interpretation. 
Desai is very much concerned about the desolate condition of women in India 
where, "there is a secret connivance at the taking away of freedom... for which a whole 
society and its entire history with its burden of custom and tradition must be indicted" 
(qtd. in Kohli 83). She points out that the age old tradition and culture work like a 
shackle and restrict female movement within the periphery of her home. She attacks 
myths and customs which serve the purpose of patriarchy and brainwash the psyche of 
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Indian women from their infancy. In day to day life women are robbed of their 
freedom. They cannot understand their own potentiality and dedicate themselves in 
serving men till their last breath. The pills of tradition and myth intoxicate them and 
make them oblivious of their own sufferings. Through these man-made institutions, 
patriarchy achieves its goal and gets maximum benefits from apathy and 
submissiveness of women. 
Anita Desai does not merely portray the social realities; rather she reveals the 
inner working of the mind and "unravels beautifully the mystery of the inner life of her 
characters" (Tandon 16). She uses stream of conscious technique to explore the inner 
world of her characters. She believes that through this process, she will be able to 
discover inner truth. Desai herself comments in Comments in Contemporary Novelists, 
"Writing is my way of plunging to the depths and exploring this underlying truth. All 
my effort is to discover the underline and convey the true significance of things" (348) 
Anita Desai's exploration of the psychic pattern of her female protagonists 
enables us to see the Indian women minutely from the inside. Her women characters 
are always in search of meaning and wholeness in this meaningless and disruptive 
world. Her female characters do not accept the assigned traditional female roles; 
instead they challenge the customs and critically assess the value system. 
Where Shall We Go This Summer? is the story of Sita, a middle aged wife. She 
is blessed with four children and belongs to a well to do family. She is in advance stage 
of her pregnancy when the novel opens and is expecting her fifth child. Sita expresses a 
strange desire to go to Manori island in the monsoon season. This very wish to go to an 
island at this juncture is very impractical. In her condition, she is looking forward to 
stay at a place where all modem facilities such as nursing homes, doctor, medicine, 
telephone and electricity will be absent. No calamity has befallen her. There is no 
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quarrel with her husband that is why her sudden decision to go to an isolated place and 
keep the baby inside her womb surprises us. Her husband fails to understand her 
decision and calls her "mad" (32), but this revoU does not occur all of a sudden. It has a 
long history which can be traced back to her childhood. 
When Sita was a child her mother left her. This unexpected departure of her 
mother created a vacuum in her life. She grew up without the care and affection of her 
mother. Her father was a public figure. He did not have much time to spend with the 
family members so he could not fill this void. In true sense, she was parentless. She 
found no emotional attachment with her elder sister Rekha. Rather, Rekha's presence 
constantly reminded Sita about a quality which her sister possessed, but she lacked. Her 
sister was very good at singing which won her lot of admiration of her father. Sita's 
sense of loneliness and alienation got heightened by the discovery that Rekha was her 
step sister. Only her brother stood beside her in moment of emotional crisis. The 
question why her mother left her haunted her childhood memories. So, from her 
infancy, she was deprived of the emotional support of her family. There was none to 
look after her or share her feelings. With the death of her father, she lost the last refuge. 
Even her marriage could not give her a true companion in form of her husband. 
She could not connect with her husband Raman emotionally. Raman was the son of her 
father's friend who married her out of pity not love. Besides that Raman is a typical 
business man, "Not an introvert, nor an extrovert- a middling kind of man" (43) with 
acute common sense. Emotions, feelings and sentiments do not matter to him. Raman 
cannot provide her emotional support which she needs terribly. He provides her 
material facilities and takes it for granted that she must be happy. Her questions remain 
unanswered, her desires are overlooked. Throughout their married life they avoid 
confrontation. They live together under the same roof but there lies a wide chasm 
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between the couple. Raman never tries to understand Sita's real need. He thinks that 
woman needs nothing else than the comfort of her husband's house and motherhood. 
He expects that like other traditional women she should glorify pregnancy and 
motherhood. He never tries to realize the fear, anxiety, pain which Sita feels for 
gestation. Sita bears all these indifferences silently and gives birth to four children. But 
when she is pregnant for the fifth time, she revolts, "When the fifth time she told him 
she was pregnant, she did so with a quite paranoiac show of rage, fear and revolt" (29). 
There exists so much communication gap between Sita and Raman. He even 
cannot understand her spoken words. When Sita says that, "I don't want to have the 
baby" (30), Raman thinks she is talking about abortion, so he replies, "One can't have 
an abortion at this stage" (31). When Sita explains to him that she does not want 
abortion, she wants to keep the baby inside her womb Raman labels her as insane. Both 
Sita and Raman define madness in their own way and their definitions are completely 
contradictory. Raman considers Sita's decision to go to Manori island in this condition 
is sheer madness. He finds Sita's rejection of natural order of things as an outcome of 
abnormal psyche. To Sita, this natural order of things which has no emotional value is 
madness. 
Sita's decision to hold the baby inside and go to the Manori island is symbol of 
her protest against all the regressive customs, traditions, norms and ideologies of the 
man-made world. Sita turns an insurgent against the concept of motherhood. 
Motherhood is a patriarchal institution which assures the marginalized status of women. 
According to radical feminist compulsory motherhood is a strategy to have complete 
hold over women's body. The values attached to motherhood mould their psyche, make 
them oblivious of their own pain and serve the purpose of patriarchy. In a patriarchal 
society, the value of a woman resides on her reproductive capacity. 
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Feminists believe that giving birth is a painful and rearing of children is 
burdensome job. It confines women within home and keeps them away from the power 
structure. Partha N. Mukherjee writes that dominant ideology and culture romanticize 
motherhood. Motherhood is idealized and is considered as the prime aim of a woman's 
life. Only motherhood adds meaning to her existence. T. N. Madan rightly observes, 
"Womanhood in India is inseparable from motherhood and all that it entails- the 
responsibility and the honour: everything else is of secondary importance" (qtd. in 
Singh 196). Women find considerable place in the religious books or in the literary 
discourse only when she performs her duty as a sacrificing mother. The sacrificing 
instincts within mothers are exploited and used for the purpose of patriarchy. She is 
compared with goddess and idealized as the creator and preserver of mankind. 
A woman achieves individuality only when she is a mother. The imagination of 
a woman is conditioned from her childhood. From her infancy she is provided with a 
baby doll. She rears up the baby doll, feeds it, cares for it. Since her childhood, she is 
made to know that it is her duty to rear up children. The motherly instinct in her is thus 
created through such techniques. In a patriarchal society, a woman has no independent 
identity. She has her identity only as a mother, more precisely, as the mother of son. It 
is the reason that a barren woman becomes a subject of contempt as she is of no use to 
the society. 
Feminist writers and critics challenge the ideals of motherhood and make a 
critical overhaul of the values attached to it. They make an effort to deglamourize the 
very concept of motherhood and unveils, "the irony of social reality wherein, behind 
the ostensibly happy exterior of acceptance, lie woman's helplessness, choicelessness 
and a compulsion to make a virtue of necessity" (Singh 197). 
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Sita never embraces the patriarchal notion of motherhood or womanhood. She 
tries her best to resist it. That is why she could discern the constructed notions. 
Children do not bring happiness in her life as it must do so. To her, "children only 
mean anxiety, concern-pessimism. Not happiness. What other women call happiness is 
just sentimentality" (WS: Desai 134). She does not watch the world through colored 
glass. Things appear before her bare. 
Sita decodes the patriarchal concept of motherhood which is deliberately 
constructed. She is neither against motherhood nor she is revengeful towards children, 
instead she is very much protective. As a responsible mother, she thinks this violent and 
loveless world is not a safe place to give birth. She believes, "by giving birth to the 
child now so safely contained, would she be performing an act of creation or by 
releasing it in a violent, pain-wracked blood bath, would she only be destroying what 
was, at the moment, safely contained and perfect?" (56). Anita Desai herself rejects the 
hegemonic concept of motherhood and supports Sita's decision: 
...to tell the truth I do not see any analogy between pregnancy and creation but 
more the theme of rejection...she could not bear the thought of bringing the 
child into a world as dreadful as this which is really the opposite of happy 
pregnancy and the expectations attached to it (qtd. in Chakravarty 72). 
Sita deromanticizes the concept of motherhood but she does not refute it altogether as 
futile act. Sita's concept of motherhood is ambiguous: 
... although she bulks at the oppressiveness of cultural inscriptions of maternity, 
she does not reject mothering as a life sustaining attitude...while hegemonic 
construction of motherhood are presented as reductive or repressive, the 
association of maternity with the capacity for love and nature is valorized as an 
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alternative to divisive and destructive forces in the contemporary world (Kohli 
88). 
Anita Desai sarcastically portrays woman's desperation in having baby in the character 
of Phoolmaya who has lost her everything- her health, beauty, and youth to attain 
motherhood. Still, she is very much happy in having a child, especially a male child. 
Anita Desai has described her ironically in the following words, "she lost her beauty 
and her poignancy, she began to look coarse and the wear and tear to show, but she had 
her son" (64). It shows how patriarchy operates at the psychic level. A woman believes 
her life complete and full of joy, only when she could beget a child. Her own 
happiness, identity, own desires matter nothing to her. 
Sita repudiates the traditional concept of womanhood which is a byproduct of 
patriarchal set up. A traditional woman is a sacrificing mother, devoted wife and caring 
sister. She does not think of herself but of the male family members. She bears the 
traditions and culture of the society which are all oppressive and hostile towards 
women. It is believed that the only pleasure a woman can get is in having baby. This 
belief ruthlessly neglects female point of view. Her emotions, feelings and desires go 
unnoticed. Sita on the other hand defies these notions. When Sita confesses in front of 
Raman that the happiest moment in her life was not in having children but the sight of a 
romantic couple in the park, Raman gets shocked and calls her inhuman. He 
contemptuously says to her, "you have four children. You have lived comfortably 
always, in my house. You've not had worries. Yet your happiest memory is not of your 
children or home but of strangers, seen for a moment..." (134). 
Sita rebels against the notion of ideal wife. In the house of her in-laws, she is 
supposed to follow some prescribed rules and regulations to be an ideal wife. She must 
be meek, gentle, submissive and sacrificing to suit the notion of a perfect wife, mother 
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and daughter-in-law. In this process, she has to lose her real identity and assume a 
constructed identity to please her in laws. But Sita is different. She rebels against 
prescribed code of conduct for females'. She has never been passive or submissive, 
rather provocative. Her revolt against the "subhuman placidity, calmness and 
sluggishness" (43) of her in-laws is reflected in her smoking cigarette openly, "A thing 
that had never been done in their household by any woman and even by men only in 
secret" (44). 
Anita Desai in this novel Where Shall We Go This Summer? explores Ramayana 
myth to compare it with the lives of central characters Raman and Sita. These two 
characters of the novel are taken after the mythical figures Rama and Sita. In a religious 
country like India, myth plays an important role in shaping the mind of countrymen. It 
projects husband at the centre and wife at periphery. Women are considered as the 
bearers of culture. These myths mould the psychology of Indian women. So, from 
Indian feminist perspective, these myths should be critically assessed. In myths only 
those female characters are adorned who are ideal mothers or sacrificing wives. In real 
life, women since their very childhood are persuaded to imitate these sacrificial 
qualities: 
She must live as Sita did, as Draupadi did, she is Durga incarnate. The myth 
keeps her bemused, bound hand and foot. To rebel against it- either in speech or 
action would mean that she is questioning the myth, attacking the legend, and 
that cannot be permitted {Secret Connivance: Desai, 972). 
These myths are tools of patriarchy to retain the power in its orbit. In this structure 
women are deprived of their space. Her identity is defined only in relation to man. 
Throughout her life she serves the man and is made to believe that she is performing 
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religious duty. All the passive qualities are attributed to them to aggravate their inferior 
position. In society, woman is worshipped as goddess but is treated as slave. Myths 
play an important role in constructing the concept of motherhood. It advocates for the 
compulsory motherhood. The constructed image of motherhood replaces the real self of 
the mother. In A secret Connivance Anita Desai explores how various kind of 
ideologies are created around the mother goddess: 
... that fecund figure from all good things flow...in each myth she plays the role 
of the loyal wife, imswerving in her devotion to her lord. She is meek, docile, 
trusting, faithful, and forgiving. Even when spirited and brave, she adheres to the 
archetype: willing to go through fire and water, dishonor and disgrace for his 
sake (972). 
In the Ramayana, Rama rejects Sita as he doubts her purity in the captivity of Ravana. 
She is banished from the kingdom. Sita reclaims her honor when she becomes the 
mother of two sons. Sudhir Kakar comments, "Rama repents and is ready to take Sita 
back from her exile in the forest after he sees his sons for the first time" (79). No where 
remains the question of mythical Sita's chastity which had been doubted earlier. 
Exile is a major theme in Ramayana myth. In the Ramayana there are three kinds 
of exile. From the palace, Sita follows Rama. It is self imposed exile when Sita leaves 
the comfort of palace and chooses to live amidst the hardships of the forest for the sake 
of her husband. Second exile occurs, when Ravana abducts her. Third exile happens 
when Rama doubts her chastity and refuses to accept her. She is forced to dwell in the 
forest. In Where Shall We Go This Summer'? Sita too confronts three types of exile. She 
leaves her parental home and follows Raman after marriage (first exile). She gets 
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alienated in her husband's home (second Exile). She willingly goes to Manori island 
(third Exile). 
While projecting the character of Sita, Anita Desai had the mythological Sita in 
her mind. Desai's Sita challenges the norms, traditions and humiliation which 
mythological Sita bears silently. Sita in Where Shall We Go This Summer? drags her 
husband from the position of demi-god to an ordinary human being of flesh and blood. 
Where mythological Sita regains her value by giving birth, Desai's Sita refuses to give 
birth to have her hold on her own biology. 
Sita criticizes the institution of marriage which is imposed upon a woman without 
her consent. She is bound to spend the whole life with her undesired male partner. She 
loses her own identity and becomes a parasitic figure. It kills her creativity, and 
destroys her imaginative power. Freedom becomes a farfetched dream to her. In this 
regard Emma Goldman comments: 
... the institution of marriage makes a parasite of woman, an absolute 
dependent. It incapacitates her for life's struggle, annihilates her social 
consciousness, paralyzes her imagination, and then imposes , its gracious 
protection, which is in reality a snare, a travesty on human character (10). 
Sita challenges everything related to this institution. She even does not like her own 
self as bride at the time of her own marriage. Because she was behaving like an 
imposter as it was not her own self. She assumed this identity to please others. Her real 
self got lost in this assumed and artificial reality. After a long time, when she sees the 
picture of her marriage, she cannot recognize herself. It seems uimatural to her, "she 
could scarcely recognize her bride self. She seemed to have adopted, for the 
occasion..." (48). She does not like her wedding photographs where she appears as a 
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shy, beautiful woman, a bundle of other's desires; instead she prefers to look into the 
mirror which reflects her true identity. Here she appears as a melancholic figure 
without any charm. Still it does not make her unhappy rather, "she felt a kind of pride" 
(48). She hates any kind of hypocrisy. 
Sita questions the female sexuality encoded in marriage. After marriage, the 
sexuality of a woman becomes totally dependent on her husband. Even thinking of 
another man is considered "as an act of infidelity" (47). In the name of protection the 
wife is confined in the 'andarmahal'. She is made invisible which is part of patriarchal 
strategy to save man's sexuality from any threat. While visiting the Ajanta and Ellora 
caves with Raman, Sita comes into contact with a foreigner. His adventurous spirit, 
bravery, instinctive nature attracts her. In a way it reflects her suppressed exotic 
feelings. 
Like other female characters of Anita Desai, Sita is also hypersensitive. In her 
relentless search for self identity, Sita encounters meaninglessness of hfe. She feels 
herself as an outcast from family and society. Her frustration at the absurdity of life 
leads her to smoking. Her journey from the mainland to the island is actually her quest 
for self-identity and meaning in life. 
Sita is always tormented by the question that why her mother has left her father, 
"whom they called second Gandhi" (78). As she grows, she finds the answer. Her 
mother left her family in search of wholeness in her life which was not possible within 
the powerful and dominating presence of her husband. Her mother's indomitable spirit 
and quest for self-identity enabled her to leave her husband, "she succeeded, ultimately, 
in discarding him, and leaving him" (79). Like her mother Sita too leaves her husband. 
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her own family and the comfort of city life in search of wholeness and meaningful 
existence. 
Sita's decision to go back to the island can also be analyzed from the eco-
feminist perspective. Sita stands for the natural world. She revolts against the man 
made so called civilized world where there is blood and destruction all around. Some 
ferocious crows' attack on a wounded eagle and the blood symbolizes rape. The world 
of the crows reflects the world of man where, "there was always much black drama in 
this crow theatre-murderer, infanticide, incest, theft and robbery, all were much 
practiced by these rough, raucous, rasping tatterdemalions" (34). Here in this world, 
man indulges in quarrel for trivial things. For the sake of power and glory, one country 
attacks another country and indulges in bloodshed and massacre. These things terribly 
affect the psyche of a hyper sentimental woman like Sita. She feels, "it is like living in 
the wilds" (39). Sita fears that civilization cannot survive in this environment nor the 
innocent children, "how could civilization survive, how could the child? How could she 
hold them whole and pure and unimpeached in the midst of this bloodshed? They 
would surely be wounded, fall and die" (50). 
She leaves the city and takes refuge in the island where man still lives amidst 
nature. In order to preserve the naturalness from the bad effect of industrialization, her 
father had banned the entry of any machine in this island. His father said clearly that, "I 
will have no machines here. I can prove that machinery is not essential to 
civilization..." (62). Sita's departure from the mainland shows her rejection of the 
lifestyle and values of mainland. Sita is skeptical about these people who are devoid of 
emotion and love; and worship money and seek carnal pleasure only. In her opinion 
"they are nothing- nothing but appetite and sex. Only food, sex and money matter" 
(43). She equates them with animal. The so called civilized men are like animals who, 
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". . . are like pariahs...hanging about drains and dustbins, waiting to pounce and kill 
and eat" (43). 
The Vietnam War, quarrel in the street, fighting, bloodshed make her anxious 
about the fate of the yet to be bom baby: 
they all hammered at her with cruel fists-the fallen blocks, the torn watercolours, 
the headlines about the war in Vietnam, the photograph of a weeping over a small 
grave...they were hand-grenades all, hurled at her frail goldfish-bowl belly (55). 
When Menaka, her daughter, tries to pluck a bud in a playful manner, Sita forbids her 
violently. Sita cannot bear any kind of destruction in the natural world. It invites eco-
feminist analysis at centre stage. Eco feminism focuses on destruction of nature by 
human being and exploitation of women by men. Menaka acts as an agent of human 
being, at the same time being a woman, she herself stands above the nature and beneath 
man. 
Sita stands against all the conventions of artificial life and rules of oppressive 
institutions. She is aware that by rejecting all the prevalent norms of so called civilized 
society, she will not be able to survive in the mainland. So she takes refuge in the lap of 
nature. It's a sacred pilgrimage to her. Sita desperately wants to offer her inborn child a 
different environment; far better than the chaotic regime of the mainland, "she had the 
imagination to offer it an alternative - a life unlived, a life bewitched" (128). She 
believes that the purity of this island, the innocence of her childhood and the magic of 
this place will give her safety. It will provide her ground to perform her sacred task of 
keeping the baby safe inside. She comes to the island with enormous expectations. In 
this regard Shyam M. Asnani comments, "the island is more a symbol than a place. It is 
an apt metaphor to concretize Sita's condition. She retreats, into it as into a womb, with 
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an obsessive desire to recapture once again her childhood innocence and purity" (qtd. in 
Tandon 39). 
After spending some time in the Manori island, her illusion gets shattered. The 
island appears hostile towards her. There is no adequate food and water; even it lacks 
some basics amenities. She becomes disappointed and her responsibility towards her 
children torments her. It is she, who drags them from the comfortable city life to the 
hardships of this island. She is no longer able to recreate its magical spell in front of her 
children as she has promised them, "Where was the magic of the island that she had 
promised herself, promised the children?" (96). 
She has the memory of its glorious past which is now, "buried beneath the soft 
grey-green mildew of the monsoon, chilled and choked by it" (96). So, she can recall 
the "black sparkling and glamourous" (96) magic of the island and console her soul, but 
the children are here for the first time. They see the island as it is without any glamour 
or magical charm, a complete wasteland. Sita feels a sense of guilt "she pleaded with 
them, in silence too" (96). 
Sita came in this island to perform a magic. She hoped this magical island would 
help her to do so. But now she realizes that "the magic was gone" (104) and this 
realization hammers her with sense of reality. She becomes uncertain about the 
unknown fate of her unborn child. She realizes that "she could not shelter it inside her 
forever" (104). This revelation leads to a sense of defeat, "Sita felt a spasm of fear at 
her bravado" (104). This disillusionment prompts her decision to return to the 
mainland, "this stripping away of illusion creates the ground for Sita's eventual 
acceptance of her circumstances and her decision to return to the mainland" ('Figuring 
the Maternal': Chakrabraty 87). 
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In spite of all these, the Manori island does not disappoint her completely. Here, 
Sita never feels unsafe or alone, " . . . She felt surrounded by presences- the presence of 
the island itself (116). Here, she gets a chance to interact with her own self without 
any disturbance after a long time. The sea, the palm trees give her company, speak to 
her. They appear friendly and alive before her. The tender night, the slow pace of this 
calm atmosphere suits her temperament. It is far better than the speedy life of the 
mainland where one loses one's own self This romantic side of nature provides her 
oxygen. She once again gathers energy and courage within her. It entrusts her with a 
confidence that she will be able to keep baby, "safe inside me" (117). 
When she hears the news that "sahib is coming; sahib is coming" (118), it creates 
an amalgam of feelings. A feeling mixed with relief, pleasure and surprise. The news of 
the advent of Raman rings like a bell to bring her back from her imaginary world to the 
real world. She realizes that life cannot be lead only by emotions, it needs reasons too. 
Emotion keeps one alive and reason leads to the right path. She revolts against the 
extreme form of reason and adopts the extreme form of emotion. In Manori, she 
struggles throughout and feels the need of reason that is why, "the thought of his adult, 
quiet, critical company gave her a sense of sharp pleasure" (118). When emotion 
reunites with reason, life achieves its wholeness, "everything stirred, tumbled, rose 
around her. Strange she thought-the man so pervasive, so grey, how could the very 
mention of him arouse such a tumult of life and welcome. She felt it herself-
unwillingly, unexpectedly- but she felt it" (118). This pleasure makes her ecstatic; she 
even goes to the extent to assume the character which she has rejected previously. She 
feels inside her "a positive cyclone of feminine instinct, a mental reckoning of the 
clothes she had with her, preferring this, rejecting that seeing herself (119). But on the 
very next moment, she comes back to her own real self and feels a sense of guilt and 
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"did not change, on purpose, but kept on her oldest and drabbest sari and left her hair as 
it was" (119). She comes before Raman in a "so faded, so bed ragged and ragged sari in 
order to catch his attention" (119). When Sita realizes that it creates an impact on her 
husband, she "was once again maliciously amused" (120). 
In a lone battle against the whole world, she gets tired. She terribly feels the need 
of some emotional support from her nearest and dearest one. She melts inside when 
Raman asks about her health, "she feels so weak, she wanted to lay down,her head and 
weep, 'my father's dead-look after me" (120). Sita thinks that Raman has come to see 
her and bring her back but when she realizes that Menaka has called for her father, she 
gets disappointed. She considers herself as "a woman, unloved, a woman rejected" 
(122). 
She feels that, "Menaka had betrayed her" (122). There are some reasons which 
prompt her to think so. In patriarchal society, the mother loses her control over her 
children as they grow up. It is the father who decides their future course. Sita tries to 
reverse this process. From the begiiming, she tries to mould Menaka's mind. She tries 
to persuade her to study art and literature which represent life, feelings and emotions 
rather than science. But Sita gets disappointed when she comes to know that Maneka 
wants to apply for the medical college. Raman has come to take her with him. Menaka 
writes to her father about her wish but she does not inform it to her mother which 
makes her angry: 
Their betrayal had torn her open with such violence, now violence poured from 
her like blood. In it was also the shame, the disappointment: he hacj not come to 
see her, to fetch her, as she had supposed; he had come because Menaka had 
called him. He had betrayed her too... (122). 
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In her childhood, she saw an unnatural relationship between her elder sister Rekha and 
her father. It had devastating effect on her child psychology. Though it was lying buried 
under her unconscious mind, but in the moment of mental turmoil, it came to surface. It 
prompts her to doubt the intimate relationship between her husband and her own 
daughter. 
Sita thinks that her children have enjoyed natural beauty of the island with her 
and they will share their happy memories with their father. Her expectation gets 
shattered, when they do not mention a single moment they have enjoyed together, '"not 
even the jelly fish, she noted with anger" (125). Karan and Menaka discard everything 
which matters to her. Instead she notices in their eyes the "eagerness for the old routine, 
old friends, the city comforts and customs" (125). Sita finds herself alone in her 
struggle against reason, reality and intellect. A long battle goes on between Sita and 
Raman, between emotion and intellect, passion and reason, imagination and reality, 
"between his brand of courage and her's. Or her cowardice and his" (128). 
This long battle drags her down from her rigid stand and stirs the motherly 
instinct inside her. The scream of her son Karan makes her senseless, unveils the 
barbaric relation between the mother and the son, "that primitive sound that pulled his 
mother to her feet in panic, brought her down the knoll at a run in equal pants, alarmed 
and outraged by the barbarity, the frenzy of that sound" (129). 
Sita had strong objection against Menaka's admission to medical college, but 
when Raman explains the whole matter, she relents. She is angry at Menaka's betrayal 
but when Raman tells her that, "she had to tell me to send in her application form and 
see about her admission. She's so keen to join medical college..." (128), Sita 
understands it. When Raman insists her to come back to the mainland as the island is 
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not safe for giving birth to a baby, initially she resists. But Raman's concern for her 
pleases her. The distance between them decreases to some extent. It renews some 
emotional bond between them. Sita leaves her aggressive attitude towards him. 
Raman's weird situation, huge burden of responsibility, his concern about her, about 
the unborn child move her: 
[i]t struck her then that he had suffered during these weeks that she had been 
away-had suffered from worry and anxiety about her, the unborn child, Menaka 
and Karan living alone on the island in this wild season. His boys at home must 
have worried him too, while he was at work in the factory.. .he never told her of 
them and she never gave much thought to it but the possibility stuck her now 
(127). 
All these factors act as a catalyst in changing her decision to come back to the mainland 
and give birth to the baby safely in a modem well equipped Nursing home. 
Sita returns to the mainland, accepts domesticity, and gives birth to her fifth 
child but it does not answer her all questions or solve her doubts. She cannot decide 
what is good- the imaginary or the real, "how could she tell, how decide/ which half of 
her life was real and which unreal? Which of her selves was true, which false? All she 
knew was that there were two periods in her life, in different opposition to the other" 
(139). The new bom baby does not bring joy in her life, "once the infant was 
bom...Sita would lie still as though paralysed in a fearful accident, with blue lips and a 
grey sensation of death" (140). 
Life starts running on the previous mundane note, "Menaka's admission to 
medical college gained, wife led to hospital, new child safely brought forth, the 
children reared, the factory see too, a salary earned, a salary spent" (127). It is very 
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clear to the readers that Sita compromises at the end. It seems that she loses her 
courage; her revolt against all the regressive institutions goes in vain. Her sudden union 
with her husband and her decision to come back to mainland shock the critics as well as 
the readers alike. It surely comes to the mind that Anita Desai has not made justice to 
the ending. Desai herself remarks in an interview with Atma Ram, "had I written the 
book ten years ago I would have ended it with Sita's suicide" (qtd. in Tandon 41). D. S. 
Maini comments, "such a weal epiphany does not connect. Nor are we prepared for the 
sudden flow and the decision to return to Bombay and to sanity..." (qtd. in Tandon 
41). But Anita Desai comes forward to support the decision of Sita and comments that 
Sita does not succumb to the situation anyhow. She sustains her rebellious spirit 
throughout. 
Sita is not a "bored runaway wife" (33). She has the courage to go against the 
established norms of life and the guts to say, "great No" which is also important-
To certain people there comes a day 
when they must say the great Yes or the great No 
He has the yes ready within him 
reveals himself at once, and saying it he crosses over 
to the path of honour and his own conviction. 
He who refuses does not repent. Should he be asked again, 
he would say No again. And yet that No-
the right No-crushes him for the rest of his life. (qtd. in WS: Desai 33) 
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The rebellious spirit within her does not allow her to internalize all the oppressive 
traditions directed against women. She enters into the institution of marriage but 
manages to keep her individuality. She accepts motherhood and gives birth, but only 
when she is given her due value. She returns to the mainland when she sees care and 
love in the eyes of her husband who has been indifferent towards her. She compromises 
at the end but does not surrender herself She does not take radical stand but seeks for 
the reformation and new meaning in the constructed set ups. Sita does not ignore the 
motherly instincts in women but revolts against the way in which it is being exploited. 
Her self-exile in the Manori island does not give her all answers but it provides her the 
much needed privacy and solitude. She develops the skill to observe life objectively. In 
the island, she attains maturity as in the storm scene of King Lear, Lear gains sanity. 
The natural objects teach her to look at life more deeply. She realizes, "Neither sea nor 
sky were separated or contained- they rushed into each other in a rush of light and 
shade, impossible to disentangle" (139). Good and bad, reason and emotion are part of 
human experience. Her experiences of island enrich her understanding. She learns to 
face real life with all its complexities. 
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Fasting, Feasting: A Feminist Perspective 
Anita Desai's novel Fasting, Feasting (1999) also recounts the tale of female 
victimization at various phases of their life. While some of her characters internalize 
the patriarchal norms happily, some of them suffer silently while few others revolt 
against them and face severe punishments. Anita Desai portrays women of different 
temperaments in her novel, Fasting, Feasting. Desai vividly points out regressive 
patriarchal institutions, social customs and traditions and their impact on female 
psyche. Anita Desai handles various women related issues like; marriage, education for 
women, freedom for women, desperation for male child, widowhood, the status of 
divorcee daughter etc. in this novel through tales of various females. The novelist 
concentrates on various social and psychological obstacles which women face in their 
day to day life through story of Uma who is the protagonist of the novel. We see 
everything through her eyes. Happiness is a farfetched dream for her. She is victim of 
male hegemony which dictates a woman's life and political, economic and social 
behavior. Uma's marginalization starts at her own home where her father is at centre. 
Her childhood memories are replete with bitterness and segregation. Uma's parents' 
distinctive attitude towards Uma and his brother Arun regarding their education 
indicates that they have two different parameters for their own boy and girl child, "If 
one word could sum up Arun's childhood...that word was education" (121). When in 
Arun's life the most important thing is education, it has no value in the lives of his 
sisters. They are "being raised for marriage" (121). 
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Uma is by nature emotional and imaginative. The statue of Christ, the small 
secret chapel, where children are not permitted to go, inspires awe in her mind. But the 
over mechanism, the unnecessary strict rules torture her imaginative power. The rules, 
regulations, strictness, precision seem to suffocate her, "Uma would have found it 
difficult to articulate where the appeal of the convent school lay" (19). There is so 
much artificiality that even nature has lost its charm and assumes artificial identity. 
Here, "grass was so precious and the rose so rare..." (19). Nobody is allowed to go 
close to these natural objects. Between man and nature here lie strict rules. 
Uma cannot survive in this mechanical institution. Her imaginative skill, 
emotional power, love for education, and enthusiasm go urmoticed, unrewarded. The 
standard of the existing education system cannot judge her precious talent. She cannot 
remember dates, or the spelling of difficult words. As a result she manages to "fail 
every single test" (21). When her classmates get promotion to the next class she 
remains in the same class, "she wept with shame and frustration" (21). Here Anita 
Desai portrays education system as one of the regressive patriarchal institutions. While 
Uma stands for the emotion, imagination and softness, this institution symbolizes 
rationality, rules, regulation and intellectuality. 
Uma is very passionate about education. For her school is the most favorite 
place. She comes to school before anyone else "and every day she searched for an 
excuse to stay on" (21). Uma does not like Sundays and long vacations. She eagerly 
waits for the re-opening of her school. She feels thrilled to "buy the new books, gloated 
over their freshness, wrapped them in brown paper covers to keep them clean, eager for 
the day when they would be put to use" (21).In spite of that education was always the 
last thing in her life. When her brother Arun (the name is derived from a Sanskrit word 
which stands for sun) was born, he brought darkness in her elder sister Uma's life. His 
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birth marks the death of her educational Ufe. Being a male child, Arun is "too precious" 
(18). So he needs intensive care. So, her mother orders Uma to stop study and get 
engaged in the serious work of child rearing. Her parents decide to end her academic 
life, her mother says, "we are not sending you back to school, Uma" (18). It shows the 
triviality of education in a woman's life. Thus she is forced into the process through 
which a girl is made an ideal sister, mother, wife or daughter. This is the common lot of 
Indian women. At first they serve their fathers, care for their brothers, then worship 
their husbands and again indulge in self denial in rearing up of their children. Every girl 
has to go through this process to survive in this society. 
In this system patriarchy exercises its power through the women of previous 
generation like mother, aunt, mother-in laws who have immersed themselves in their 
predefined roles unconditionally. They are considered as the cultural bearers. They play 
the most important role in moulding the psyche of a girl child and transferring the 
legacy of patriarchal slavery. 
In Fasting, Feasting, it is Uma's mother who plays the role of cultural bearer. It 
is she who announces the futility of Uma's education. She says, "What is the use of 
going back to school?" (22). She assigns Uma the new task of taking care of her 
younger brother. She presents before her the concept of home and happiness. She 
makes her acquaintance with the ultimate aim in her life, which is marriage. The 
mother says, "you will be happier at home. You won't need to do any lesson. You are a 
big girl now. We are trying to arrange a marriage for you" (22). When, her mother fails 
to convince her, she resorts to blackmail her emotionally and sentimentally, "I need 
your help, beti" (22). It shows her own helplessness. She herself is the worst victim of 
this system. She knows that she is exploiting her daughter. But in order to survive in the 
system she is bound to perform her assigned roles. Chandra Chatterjee comments, 
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"Uma, as she is named after the reincarnation of the mother goddess as daughter, 
reinforces the idea that society and religion have thrust certain roles on women" (218). 
Marriage is the central event in a woman's life. In Fasting, Feasting we get 
reference of four marriages. Four girls of different temperaments go through this 
process and experience four different kinds of fate. Anita Desai minutely presents the 
institution of marriage with its inherent shortcoming. She vividly points out how 
women become victim of this oppressive system, and how it brings misfortune in the 
life ofa girl child. 
Uma's cousin Anamika's tragic tale best illustrates the suppression and 
marginalization of women in the institute of marriage. Anamika is the most vibrant of 
all the female characters in this novel. She is as pretty as well as talented. Uma's 
younger sister Aruna too is beautiful, but she cannot stand in comparison with 
Anamika. The novelist gives the graphic picture of her beauty. She is "simply lovely as 
a flower, soft, petal-skinned, bumble bee-eyed, pink-lipped, always on the verge of 
bubbling dove-like laughter, loving smile, and with a good nature like about her"(68). 
She is so pure, cool and calm that peace prevails wherever she goes. It seems that her 
surrounding nature pays homage to her calmness. Everybody wants desperately to have 
her company since she was at her tender years. When, Anamika used to visit her 
uncle's home, "there would be fierce competition" (68), between her cousins, Uma and 
Aruna to catch Anamika's attention. While Uma would present before her "the 
collection of Christmas cards" (68), Aruna would display her "shopping for glass 
bangles" (68). Even in that age, she was so sensible that she would not hurt anyone and 
remained, "at the centre, so that everyone had to come to her, attracted to her as bees to 
a lotus" (68). 
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In marriage ceremony of the relatives' Anamika's beauty would aspire jealousy 
among the elders who would think if their daughters or daughters- in- laws were like 
her. She is an ideal beauty. The stature of her beauty can be compared with a "lotus, 
with her deep, creamy, still beautiful.. .or a pearl, smooth and luminous" (68). 
Anamika is the blessed child of Saraswati. She is very good at studies. She 
obtains a scholarship to study at Oxford, "where only the most favoured, and privileged 
sons could ever hope to go!" (69). Unfortunately she belongs to a society where, for 
girls marriage is the supreme priority, everything else is secondary. Naturally her father 
does not send her as "she was an age to marry" (69). A woman is educated only for the 
purpose to attract a good match, not for her own sake. In this system a girl's individual 
talent is of no value. Anamika is not allowed to study abroad, but "the letter of 
acceptance from oxford which is the proof of her brilliance was locked in a steel 
cupboard" (69), as it would attract suitors for her. This scholarship letter becomes an 
additional qualification besides her beauty, which her parents can offer while searching 
for a husband. 
As she is highly beautiful, which is the first criterion to attract a good match; it 
has been thought by her relatives that her future would be full of happiness. Her parents 
find out someone who is highly educated. He too has degrees, medals and certificates 
which show his scholarship. But the fate does not turn to be generous to her. 
Anamika's prospective husband is a "long and sharp" (71) nosed man. He is a 
narcissist, who always suffers from superiority complex. His educational qualification 
has made him arrogant. He feels himself self-sufficient. A boastful man like him does 
not feel the need of marrying someone. He does not have any space for anyone. Still, he 
marries, as it is the custom to marry. Besides, the educated wife like Anamika would 
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"enhance his superiority to other men" (71) as trophy. His indifference is reflected in 
his attitude from the very beginning, even in the marriage ceremony. 
A grim atmosphere prevails all over the ceremony. No jokes are played, no 
demand of brother-in laws and sister-in-laws are fulfilled. Instead of merriments and 
happiness, a serious note, an unknown fear makes the air heavy. The groom is, "so 
conscious of his own superiority" (70) that he does not bother to have a glance on his 
bride. Anamika's "beauty and grace and distinction" (70) do not appeal to him. 
The person might have Oedipus complex. During the marriage ceremony, while 
exchanging garlands, instead of looking at his bride, he was looking at a mirror hanging 
above Anamika's head in which the image of his mother is reflected. In a way it 
suggests his suppressed desire to have his mother as his sexual partner. As it is not 
possible socially, he replaces his mother figure with Anamika. 
After marriage, physical and mental tortures become the regular company of 
Anamika, "Anamika had been beaten, Anamika was beaten regularly by her mother in 
law" (71). Her husband who has no emotional attachment with her, used to get sadist 
pleasure by the sight of his mother beating his lovely "soft, petal-skinned, bumblebee-
eyed, pink-lipped...dove like" (68) wife. 
When the severe physical torture leads to a miscarriage her situation becomes 
worse. She loses all her values as a woman. It is suspected that "she could not bear 
more children" (72). The value of a woman lies on her reproductive functions. 
Anamika holds no value in the family, "now Anamika was flawed, she was damaged 
goods" (72). Anamika is tortured, beaten still; her parents do not come forward to save 
her. Rather they are anxious if she is sent back, their reputation will be blemished. They 
are more concern about public censure than the well being of their own daughter. In 
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Indian society, woman's only place after her marriage is her husband's house 
irrespective of traumas and sufferings. Anamika's family too is no exception. Her aunt 
says, "how can she be happy if she is sent home? What will people say? What will they 
think?" (72). 
Anamika's status in the family of her husband shows how a woman within the 
system of marriage becomes a mere domestic animal, "Anamika spent her entire time 
in the kitchen, cooking for his family which was large so that meals were eaten in 
shifts-first the men, then the children, finally the women" (71). Among female 
members, Anamika eats at last. After cooking and washing pots, she is assigned the 
duty to serve her mother in law, "either massaging that lady's feet or folding and 
tidying her clothes" (72). 
After marriage her life becomes miserable. The demon of unhappy married life 
kills her. Anamika "died under mysterious circumstances" (Tandon 72). Her in laws 
report that she commits suicide, but her neighbor reports just the opposite. They inform 
that at the time of dawn, her husband and her mother in law extinguish the candle of her 
life. They tied her and set fire. Neeru Tandon comments, "the novel throws light on the 
misery that can follow a marriage too hastily arranged and the lot of women in a typical 
joint family where the new bride is a prisoner and a slave to the mother-in -law" (73). 
The central character Uma is also feeling humiliated and powerless before the 
institute of marriage. In an incessant search for a perfect life partner for her, she is 
displayed as commodity in the marriage market and humiliated at every step. Through 
Uma's marriage, Anita Desai portrays the marriage process minutely from the 
beginning, "It was during the sad aftermath of Anamika's marriage" (75) Uma's papa 
sends letters to all their relatives, asking them to find out suitable match for her. In their 
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eyes Uma has reached marriageable age and they "see no reason to continue her 
studies" (75). Their relatives in reply give her father information of the suitors. Some of 
the letters are enclosed with the photographs. None of the photographs pleases Uma; 
instead frighten her as "all of them bore glum, disgruntled expressions" (75). Among 
them, one is picked and asked to see Uma along with the family. 
On that special day, Uma's mother tries her best to make Uma appear beautiful. 
She gives her sari, ornaments, and presents her before them as a would-be wife. She 
"rubbed some of the pimples" (75) of her face and powder her face to cover them. She 
is not worried about the pain, rather she accuses her "why have you got so many 
pimples?" (75). Uma is expected to look flawless beauty wrapped in best cover to 
attract the customer. 
Being just beautiful is not enough; she should know all the crafts of modern and 
traditional cooking. As after marriage her ultimate destination would be kitchen. In this 
case the wife's beauty enhances the man's superiority to other men whereas her 
household skills are utilized for successful running of the house. Anita Desai points out 
clearly the merits of a woman which are valued in this marriage system. Marriage 
demands a beautiful domestic animal and nothing else. 
All the efforts of Mama (the mother)of Uma go in vain. Instead of Uma they 
chose her younger sister Aruna because she is more beautiful than Uma. It is against the 
tradition to marry the younger daughter ahead of the elder. It leaves a deep scar on 
Uma's psyche. She thinks of herself as being rejected. 
After a lot of energetic search, Uma's parents finally discover a fariiily from the 
Sunday Newspaper matrimonial section, who are "in search of a bride for their only 
son" (81). Both Mama and Papa go to meet them. They are a prospering merchant 
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family with typical business mentality. They have large property and a house which is 
under construction. The boy's father made it clear that they would use the dowry 
money in completion of construction of it. It creates some doubt in Papa's mind but 
Mama is "so delighted by the sight of prospective prosperity that she could not be 
restrained" (82). They own no house which Mama throughout her life longs for. So she 
wants to fulfill her own dream through her daughter. Both the families move forward, 
"A negotiated sum was made over as dowry, and the engagement ceremony arranged 
simultaneously" (82). 
On the eve of engagement, Uma appears with her best look ever in a rose-pink 
oranza sari. The fiance too "proved quite presentable, to everyone's surprise" (82). 
They do not talk to each other but exchange some looks. This time Uma does not 
dislike the man much as she did in the case of her past suitors. Uma "was able to 
persuade herself that he was not entirely reprehensible" (82). 
The family gets silent after the engagement ceremony in which the pre-
conditioned dowry is handed over. Mama calls the family repeatedly to visit them, but 
they do not respond positively. They reveal their true intention when they are being 
asked to fix the wedding date. The father makes it clear that marriage at this time is not 
possible. His son wants to achieve higher education and "he should not be hampered by 
an early marriage at this stage" (83). The biggest blow comes when he refuses to return 
the dowry as "it had been spent on the house" (83). Later from Mrs. Joshi, they get to 
know that they are not the only people who are being cheated. They did the same 
earlier and they achieved opulence by this fraudulent act. 
Uma loses her status as a family member in her own home. She becomes an 
object of sympathy. The sympathy from her brother and sister seems to suffocate her. 
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Gradually she becomes a burden to her own family "Mama worked hard trying to 
dispose of Uma" (88). At last her parents somehow manage to get a match. This time 
the suitor is not a young man and "he was married before" (89). But his family clearly 
mentions that "he has no issue" (89) and he is responsible family man. As her parents 
are quite sure that they will not get anyone better, they agree to marry Uma with this 
man. This time too Papa has to offer some modest dowry as marriage without dowry is 
quite impossible and the man receives it happily. 
Her parents arrange marriage ceremony without any delay. The man appears to 
be an old overweight man with ugly face. Uma would have compromised with all his 
shortcomings but his cold expression hurts her most, "it relinquished all her foolishly 
unrealistic hopes" (91).Life after marriage does not prove to be as she has dreamt of 
She spends her 'suhagraat' in the train, amidst the perspiration, with the rhythmical 
snoring of her mother- in law. She sees her husband lying among the "mounds of flesh 
heaped on other bunks" (93). On the very next day of marriage her husband says to her, 
"you may rest. I am going to work" (93). It creates a jolt in her mind with a harsh blow 
of reality. She has thought that wedding means a long pleasing holiday, "she had not 
expected it to end quite abruptly" (93). At her in-laws place, female members of the 
family treat her as a creature in museum, "they stood in a ring" (94) around her to 
inspect her. Her each and every part of the body, complexion, dress, and ornaments are 
being examined critically. Their standing in a row around her resembles the act of the 
animal kingdom. When the hunting tigers get any prey, they form a circle and move 
around. It psychologically makes the victim feel helpless and compels her to surrender 
completely. This is reflected in the behavioral pattern of the female members of her in 
laws. To them, she is a new victim. On the very next moment her mother- in law gives 
the ultimate order, "change your clothes and come-we to prepare food now" (96). It 
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shows that kitchen is her ultimate destination. She gets married; she is brought into this 
house only to do this job, perform this eternal duty, everything else is secondary. 
For several weeks Uma waits for her husband. No news comes to her; his 
family does not inform her anything about him. In fact they do not talk to her friendly 
or ask about her well being, "all the speech directed at her was in the form of 
instructions: there was no other" (96). In the meantime, she has learnt'how to "cut 
vegetables in pieces of exactly the same size, how to grind spices into a wet paste and 
how to tell one dhal from another" (96). 
When Uma was trying to fit into their life style, it takes another bitter turn. One 
morning Papa storms into the house and gets indulge in a ferocious quarrel with her 
mother in- law. They have been cheated once again. Harish was already married and 
was father of four children. He arranged his wedding with Uma just for the dowry. This 
makes Uma numb. She is not in a state of mind to react to the situation. She goes to her 
room "shut the door and sat on the bed, wrapping her sari over her head, around her 
ears and mouth and eyes, till it was all over" (96).These two incidents of Uma's life 
throw light on the evil of dowry system and its devastating impact on the lives of girls. 
On the way home, Uma's father repents over the dowry and wedding expenses. 
She is made an object of ill-luck. All the co-passengers in the train stare at her with 
keen and sympathetic attitude. Uma keeps "her head wrapped up in her sari in an effort 
to screen her shame" (97). At home Mama and Papa are more concerned about the 
items they have given in the dowry than Uma's mental agony and psychological 
trauma. Aruna cunningly asks her whether she has lost her virginity or not. When Uma 
confirms that she is still virgin, her mother and Ayah are relieved. Their attitude hints 
that though she is sold twice she is not a broken good yet, so could be sold again. On 
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the other hand, Uma remains puzzled by her ambiguous status, she "was never quite 
certain if she had actually married or if she was now divorced. Divorced- what a 
scandalous ring to the word" (98). 
While Uma was undergoing constant humiliation, suffering and emotional 
torttire, her younger sister Aruna also reached at marriageable age. Aruna is actually 
incarnation of what society wants a woman to be. She is the pure product of patriarchy, 
"no one had to teach her how to make samosas or help her to dress for an occasion. 
Instinctively, she knew" (87). She has a good sense of fashion and new trends. At the 
same time she follows culture and tradition. She laughs "low and sly" (87). 
Aruna is beautiful and attractive in the traditional sense of the term. In addition, 
she is a meritorious student. Though MamaPapa are not much ambitious about her 
higher studies, but these qualities definitely attract proposals for marriage. She is in the 
position to choose the right one for her. Aruna "made the wisest, more expedient 
choice- the handsomest, the richest, the most of the suitors..." (102). Her "wedding was 
a splendid one-not like Uma's drab, cut-rate affair" (103). After that, she lives a happy, 
affluent, material life. She exemplifies the kind of womanhood cherished by patriarchy. 
She is modeled after the desires of male hegemony. 
The invalid position of a woman after unsuccessful wedding and the amount of 
humiliation, she faces in her ovm home has been presented vividly through Uma's 
character. After the unsuccessful marriage, Uma's status in her father's home is 
reduced to a domestic servant. Her decisions are never paid any heed. Her father is 
even indifferent towards her health. She has been suffering from some problems in her 
eyes. The local doctor has advised her to visit to Bombay as it "needs more testing" 
(110). Uma informs the same to her father, who gives a contemptuous expression and 
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retorts, "Harumph. No need, why waste money on a trip to Bombay?" (111). It shocks 
Uma to see that she is a mere burden for her parents. 
All they want from her is her unpaid household work. Once her acquaintance, 
Mrs O Henry invites Uma in a tea party. Uma is thrilled to attend that party. In her life 
time nobody has ever invited her. Uma feels a kind of privilege. But her parents do not 
allow her to go there and instruct her clearly, "it is not good to go running around. Stay 
home and do your work- that is best" (117). She is having no right to enjoy the simple 
pleasures of life. 
Uma's drudgery is never recognized, and her desires go unnoticed. Once she 
gets an opportunity to step beyond the boundary of home to be financially.independent. 
Dr Dutt who runs a medical institute, offers Uma a job. In her institute the new nurses 
have gone on training. So, she is looking for someone who is young, "with no 
employment, who has been running the house for her parents for so long" (145). Dr. 
Dutt thinks Uma is the right choice. The prospective of job gives Uma a pleasing 
surprise. But this offer enrages her parents, "Papa looked incredulous and Mama 
outraged" (145). They think if the girl of their family goes out for work it would 
damage the reputation of the family. So the mother remarks, "as long as we are here to 
provide for her, she will never need to go to work" (146). Once more patriarchal 
strategy is prevalent here. The Papa who is the emblem of patriarchy authority caimot 
allow a woman "to step into the world he occupied" (146) and mama is fulfilling the 
demand of male centred world unquestionably. 
The great paradox is that neither Uma is allowed to earn money nor she is 
allowed to spend it. She has to go through severe humiliation. While she makes a phone 
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call as it "costs money", her father says in contempt "never earned anything in her life, 
made me spend and spend, on her dowry and her wedding..." (149). 
Anita Desai explores how religious institutions serve the purpose of patriarchy. 
These patriarchal institutions mould the psyche of women from the very tender years. 
Uma, at a point in this novel complains to mother Agnes about the tedious job of child 
caring. Mother Agnes reacts violently as if someone has hurt her core beliefs. She 
instructs Uma, "girls have to learn these things too you know" (28). It shocks Uma, "it 
was the last thing she ever expected Mother Agnes say" (28). Later when she visits a 
temple with Mira Masi, she avoids looking at priest's face and she does not hear the 
religious prayer either. The whole thing appears as a power structure before her, "she 
felt imeasily caught once more between powerful forces pulling in different direction" 
(59). To her all religious institutions appear identical. 
Through the course of the novel, Uma gets drowned several times. Apparently it 
seems as accidents but there are deeper underlying meanings. This is her silent protest 
against the vanity, hypocrisy and double standard of society. This society is not suitable 
for innocent and emotional girl like her. The thing is not that she wants to commit 
suicide, "she had been certain the river would sustain her" (44). She does it 
spontaneously, "as if these were what she had been preparing to do all her life" (113). 
She wants to see life closely. She wants to feel life in death as in reality she feels death 
pain in life. In her solitude she reads a poem by Ella Wheeler Wilcox-
You are wasting your time in that dull, dark room 
(As he fondled her silken folds): 
O'er the casement lean but a little, my queen, 
85 
And see what the great world holds. 
Here the wonderful bule of your matenless here 
Cheapen both sky and sea-
You are far too bright to be hidden from sight 
Come fly with me, darling-fly (qtd. in FF: Desai 138). 
This poem reflects the concealed desires of Uma for freedom, recognition of her talent 
and assertion on herself worth. She is not lesser than anybody, it is the system which is 
hampering her growth, clipping her wings and throttling her aspirations. But she is 
lacking the courage to speak out her heart, to live life on her own terms. She longs to 
breathe freely, but there are shackles around her ankles. The heavy weight of culture, 
norms, customs and tradition do not let her fly. She caimot find out salvation on earth 
so she seeks refuge under water. 
Anita Desai handles the theme of freedom with delicacy. Freedom is a 
farfetched dream for Indian women. Throughout their lives women serve male 
members of the family. They have no time for their own selves. For Uma too freedom 
is an alien concept. She is always under the surveillance of her parents. She has no 
room of hers own. In the course of this novel, we find while MamaPapa go to the club 
"to play bridge" (100), She gets some freedom. During this time she feels air is light a 
little bit. She does what her heart leads her to do. In her solitude, she spends time with 
her favourite things, "she runs her eyes over her folded saris, her boxes full of matching 
bangles, the lace-edged handkerchief...a shoebox full of Christmas cards" (100). In the 
absence of her parents, she makes a phone call, which is forbidden for her as it costs 
money. She sings and dances like heroines, as she has seen in the movies. Her freedom 
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is over with mama's loiock at the door, "Uma, Uma, we are back" (102). When the 
MamaPapa enter into the room, Uma's freedom flees through the window.-
In this novel we find the typical Indian parents' desperate longing for having a 
male child. The demand of a son from wife is not new in our society. It is believed that 
only son can lead their parents to salvation as only males are allowed to perform the 
last ritual after death. Beside the lineage of a family continues only through son. In 
Fasting, Feasting when Uma is already "a grown woman" (15) and her sister also 
reaches the age of puberty, their mother becomes pregnant. Due to late pregnancy she is 
suffering a lot, "she had never been more ill and would go through hell fire" (16). 
Nausea torments her severely. She cannot utter her mind but she wishes desperately to 
get rid of it. But Papa, the ultimate authority wants her to give birth as their life is 
incomplete without son and, "would any man give up the chance of a son?" (16). 
When the time comes. Mama is driven to a private hospital where she gives 
birth to a male child; a son, for whom everybody is expecting so impatiently. Papa goes 
crazy in happiness, "a bo-oy! Arun, Arun at last!" (17). Arun brings happiness in the 
family, smile at everyone's face. Papa was so fond of a male child that when Mama 
was pregnant for the second time, he expected it to be a male child and named the yet 
to be bom baby as Arun, "it had had to be changed, in disappointment to Aruna" (17). 
After the birth of a son sudden happiness and euphoria in the family surprise 
Uma. Uma and Aruna realize that this, "so red-so ugly" (16) creature is not ordinary 
but a very precious thing. As he is a male child he needs "proper" (30) and constant 
caring. So, Uma's parents decide not to send her to school any more. She will stay at 
home and rear up the child. Ayah can look after a female child but not a male child as 
she is not eligible in this special case. Mama declares, "you know we can't leave the 
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baby to the servant" (30). This tiny, little creature is so important that the need of his 
"proper attention" replaces the desire and dream of his elder sister for school. When 
distinction lies in the eyes of the parents, they cannot expect justice from the outer 
world. Female marginalization begins at home. 
In this novel, we get the concept of MamaPapa. It reflects the ideal chemistry 
between husband and wife in our society. After marriage a husband and wife become 
one single, indispensible entity. This one belongs to the husband. We see the same 
thing in this novel. They hold one soul in two bodies. MamaPapa "make a few 
adjustments and become two parts of one entity...presenting the same indecipherable 
face to the world" (13). 
But if we minutely observe their behavioral pattern and decode their speeches, 
the picture would be completely different. There are no we, but only I. There is no 
MamaPapa, only Papa. Papa is the supreme authority in the family. Mama worships 
him as a demi-god. She finds peace in serving him. Even his breakfast is a "ceremony" 
(24) for her. If he is pleased, she is satisfied. Papa is never concerned about her health. 
She gives birth twice before but she achieves honour only when she gives birth to a 
male child as demanded by Papa. Anita Desai wonderfully narrates this in the following 
lines, "more than ever now, she was Papa's helpmeet, his consort. He had not only 
made her his wife, he had made her the mother of his son... what an honour, what 
status" (31). Mama even does not have right over her own body. It is the property of 
her husband. While she was pregnant for the third time, she was not willing to give 
birth. She wanted abortion; it was Papa who decided the fate of her future course. 
In Fasting, Feasting we get the reference of another marriage. It is the marriage 
of a minor character Lakshmi who is ayah's daughter. After much toil, ayah could 
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manage a husband for her. She has to empty all her savings in order to wage the dowry 
for her but Lakshmi leaves her husband. She has the courage to defy the marriage 
institution. She comes out of that bondage to "find herself work" (36) to earn financial 
independence. She walks against the current and chooses freedom instead of slavery. 
She even has the guts to carry a love affair out of wedding knot. Her own mother beats 
her severely but she sticks to her stand firmly. Lakshmi does not appear in this novel by 
person, but she is the most rebellious female character of the novel. 
In Fasting, Feasting, there is a minor character named Mira- masi. Desai 
presents beautifully how she attains freedom after the death of her husband. Mira -masi 
is one of the multiple wives of Uma's one distant mama. While the mama was alive, he 
never acknowledged her. She led a bitter life under the regressive bond of marriage. 
After the eventual death of her husband, Mira -masi, 'in her widowhood developed an 
unsettling habit of travelling all over the country..." (38). It is quite clear that she has 
had the desire to roam around. As long as her husband was alive she was not allowed to 
go outside. When her husband dies she sets off to fulfill her desire. It seems as if she 
has been freed from the cage. Unlike other female characters, she is not the victim of 
religion rather she uses it as a tool to enjoy her heart felt desire for travelling. Under the 
shield of "widow's white garments" (38), she visits one place of pilgrimage after 
another like an obsessed tourist of the spirit" (38). It reminds Simone de Beauvoir's 
remark that woman, "finds this freedom at the very time when she can make no use of 
it...woman escapes slavery only at times when she loses all effectiveness" (595-596). 
Anita Desai in Fasting, Feasting deals with myriad feminist issues. She 
explores the evils of patriarchal institutions. Desai artistically presents before the 
readers the plight of women under the rigorous norms. Her way to protest against it is 
not violent but it shakes the conscience of the readers. Through character like Anamika, 
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she points out how innocent women lose their lives in the oppressive institution called 
marriage. Her central character Uma is not rebellious in the true sense of the term. She 
cannot break the established rules, but her attempts to suicide several times question 
those cultural norms. Her slavery in her father's home, her unsuccessful marriages, the 
humiliation she suffers in her ovm home, her longing for freedom show explicitly the 
situation of 'no exit' for women in our society. At the same time, Anita Desai's 
wonderful presentation of events and use of language bring tears to readers' eyes. Desai 
not only challenges the establishment, but also suggests some alternatives. Mira-masi's 
celebration of her widowhood as an attainment of freedom seems contradictory to the 
prevalent notion. Instead of practicing denial as mode of existence, Mira-masi uses the 
moment of the death of her husband as time of fulfilling all her unaccomplished 
desires. Through her characters, Desai exposes the futility of the institution of marriage. 
In depiction of Ayaah's daughter Lakshmi, Desai defies the female sexuality encoded 
in marriage and a female attempt to reclaim her own body. 
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In this thesis entitled A Feminist Study of Anita Desai 's Novels: Where Shall We 
Go This Summer? and Fasting, Feasting an attempt has been made to relocate Desai's 
works in the context of the history of feminism. It takes into account various theories of 
feminism to study texts of Anita Desai from feminist perspective. The very first 
chapter gives a brief history of feminism. Feminism as a literary theory emerges around 
1960s, but the elements of feminism can be found even in the literature of medieval 
period. The literature of this period was male dominated as misogynist writers of that 
time portrayed the negative image of women to justify the secondary position of 
women. Still in this phase, some women writers tried to resist the dominant discourses 
and registered their own presence by voicing the issues pertaining to females, for e.g., 
Julian of Norwich and Christian de Pizan. But it is significant to highlight the role of a 
male author in bringing female concerns on the forefront in literary world. The great 
legendary author Geoffrey Chaucer contributed greatly in voicing women's cause. 
His character sketch of Wife of Bath in The Canterbury Tales particularly challenges 
all the oppressive norms of patriarchal society. He had drawn in her an assertive female 
who repudiates the legacy of subversion and celebrates independence of spirit. 
In spite of all these efforts, tradition of women hating continued in the 
renaissance and seventeenth century. There was no significant change in the status of 
women for many centuries. In the eighteenth century, some feminist thinkers and 
philosophers came forward to raise women related issues. Among them, the most 
important figure is Mary WoUstonecraft. In her book A Vindication of the Rights of 
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Women, she criticizes tlie whole Uterary tradition which projects women as an inferior, 
evil, and cunning being. At the same time she recommends anti - dote of reason and 
good education to purge the system from the injected poison of biased, partial and 
exploitative approach towards females. She fought for the social, economic and 
political rights of women. With Simone de Beauvoir's The Second Sex, feminist 
movement got diversified. Feminist scholars and writers had not only focused on the 
social and economic issues but they challenged all the age old patriarchal norms and 
belief systems. Feminist scholar Dale Spender decodes the male strategies in Man 
Made Language. 
Feminism is not read in isolation rather in relation to the other theories in this 
reading. Liberal feminism blames tradition, culture and patriarchal values for the 
marginalized status of women. They emphasize upon the reformation in existing 
institutions whereas radical feminism advocates the total abolition of these institutions. 
Later feminists associate feminism with other major theories. Feminists find close 
affinity with Marxism as it also talks about the marginalized people. Marxist feminists 
believe that the economic independency is root cause of females' secondary position. 
Capitalism in a way serves the purpose of patriarchy. But Marxism totally overlooks 
the fact that subordinate women too are oppressed by subordinate men. Feminism has a 
complex relation with psychoanalysis. Feminism criticizes Freudian model as it 
completely ignores the female sexuality. At the same time feminism embraces the 
psychoanalytic technique to analyze the impact of patriarchy on female psyche. 
Western feminist thinkers' presupposition that all women of the Third World 
countries face same kind of oppression irrespective of their cultural differences gives 
birth to the Third World feminism. Third World feminists challenge the monopoly of 
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the European white liberal feminists. Another branch of feminism called eco feminism 
discusses the relationship between man's oppression of women and human beings' 
oppression of nature. They believe the position of woman is beneath man and above 
nature. The latest branch of feminism, cyber feminism discusses the relationship 
between feminism and technology. 
This thesis also takes into account the historical record of the condition of 
women since the pre- historic period in India. At that time women were at the centre of 
everything, they were the driving force of society. The Society was matriarchal. The 
situation completely reversed in the Vedic age. Men drove women out from the centre 
to periphery. Women's movement got confined. They were kept away from the field of 
education. Marriage became the ultimate goal of their lives. Dowry system was 
introduced. Other social evils like child marriage, polygamy made their life pathetic. 
The situafion of women got worsens in Gupta period. The position of women improved 
a little in the 8* to 11* century, but again declined in the medieval period. The medieval 
age was the Dark Age for Indian women. Destructive social practices such as Sati, 
female infanticide claimed so many innocent lives. During the two hundred years of 
British rule women faced double colonization. Women's situation became complicated 
during the freedom movement. It was a blessing in disguise. Both the colonizers and 
nationalists used them for their own end but it also provided females an opportunity to 
come out of their shell to speak about feminist issues. After independence the situation 
of women did not improve as it was expected. They became the victim of neo 
patriarchy. 
This thesis is an attempt to read texts of Anita Desai in the light of gender 
perspectives. Feminism is not a new phenomenon in India. It goes back to the time as 
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early as the time of writers like Rokeya Sakhawat Hossain, Rabindranath Tagore, and 
Kazi Nazrul Islam who have paved the way for the future feminist writers through their 
writings on female issues. During 1970s and 1980s a group of Indian women writers 
like Kamala Markandaya, Nayantara Sahgal, Sashi Deshpande, Anita Desai, Toru Dutt, 
and Kamala Das had emerged. Through their writings, they presented the plight of 
women before the readers and criticized the age old oppressive cultural norms. Later 
female writers, like Arundhati Roy became more aggressive in their approach. They 
completely defied patriarchal traditions that legitimized the secondary position of 
women. They became vocal about highly controversial issues like living-in 
relationship, incest, homosexuality or lesbianism in their writings. 
Anita Desai made her own mark on the spectrum of female writings with her 
unique approach to female world. She is a feminist writer with some difference. While 
other contemporary female writers have focused on the external issues, Desai is much 
more concerned with inner world of Indian women. Her works record the impact of 
patriarchy and its practices on the psyche of women. Anita Desai's novel Where Shall 
We Go This Summer? narrates the tale from the perspective of a female. Its central 
character is a married woman Sita who is pregnant and does not want to deliver her 
baby. Her decision to go back the Manori island, a kind of primitive world and her will 
to keep the baby inside her womb shock the readers and her husband alike. 
This thesis tries to unravel the complex web of experiences behind such 
abnormal and seemingly irresponsible behavior of Sita. The insightful reading of Sita's 
character underlines Desai's tremendous potential to catch the nuances of female 
psyche. It subjects this text to psycho analytical approach. Sita's childhood memories 
are replete with insecurities, loneliness and betrayal. Sita has spent her childhood as an 
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orphan in absence of a mother figure in her life. Her father, a public figure, never tries 
to fill that vacuum. The departure of her mother, the discovery that her sister Rekha is 
not her real sister; and the unnatural intimacy between her father and Rekha haunt her 
memories. Even her marriage could not give her the respite, she was seeking. After her 
father's death she is married to a typical businessman Raman, her father's friend's son. 
Materialist Raman cannot understand the hypersensitive and emotional Sita's needs. 
When Sita is pregnant for the fifth time, her anger, anxiety, fear and rage burst 
out. She criticizes all the patriarchal institutions like marriage, ideal womanhood, 
motherhood etc. Sita's haunted past, oppressive norms and traditions of society, her 
insensitive husband and people around her, artificial life style, blood and destruction all 
over the world prompt her to leave the mainland and go back to Manori island. This 
island symbolizes nature and its magical power. Sita believes that with the help of the 
magic of the island she will be able to perform the magic of keeping the baby inside her 
womb. But her hope gets shattered and she is disillusioned there. The primitive world 
does not accept her. She realized that the magic was created and sustained by her father 
and ended with his death. At the end she returns to the mainland and gives birth. Sita 
compromises for the continuity of life. But this experience also matures her vision. 
Desai's another novel Fasting, Feasting also highlights the negative strands in 
the patriarchal set up of the society. Here, Anita Desai is vehemently attacking the evils 
attached with marriage system. Not only, she is trying to point out the root cause of 
female marginalization in matrimonial relationship but also suggesting radical solution 
for that. In the course of presenting marriage of four women of different nature- almost 
all the evils associated with this system have been explored. The ruthless institute of 
matrimony spoils talent, makes women domestic slaves and assures the subordinate 
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position of women. Anamika in this novel is the worst victim of this institution. It 
claims her innocent life. Her story focuses on her immense beauty and talent but her 
ruthless murder by her husband and mother-in law strikes the conscience of the readers. 
It makes reader to rethink about these institutions which are adorned and worshipped in 
our society. 
The central character Uma too is a victim of this terrible system. Her story 
shows the various dimensions of the evils associated with this marriage institution. It 
portrays the psychological trauma which is experienced by a girl while she goes 
through this process. The male power structure cherishes women as domestic angel 
who should be shy, gentle, submissive and meek. A female is assessed on the basis of 
her external beauty and a beautiful wife is highly preferred as a trophy wife. The 
beauty of a wife enhances the superiority of the husband; hence, Uma'ssister Aruna 
gets a husband easily whereas Uma remains unmarried. Uma looks at her sister Aruna 
and gets baffled that how one can be really happy after sacrificing one's own identity 
and independence. Ayah's daughter Lakshmi's decision to come out of wedlock shows 
her fondness for leading her life with dignity. These stories also highligl^t the evils of 
dowry system which is integral part of marriage business. It is one of the reasons that 
parents do not welcome a female child. 
The way Mira masi achieves freedom after the death of her husband shows the 
emptiness of the marriage system. An attempt has been made to draw a line between 
the miserable life under the marriage and the freedom out of it. Issue of education of a 
girl child, status of women in her parental home- specially unmarried daughters; the 
assertion on financial independence and identity of females are some of the vital issues 
which have been raised by this text from feminist point of view. Misa- masi's 
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